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Bix Bouton stood at the center of the stage under a single, stark light. It was as if they had gathered all the world’s darkness and left only this pure whiteness behind. The audience held its breath, waiting for the magic words that would fall from his lips. The red lights of the cameras blinked like fireflies.

“We are human not because we choose to forget,” Bix said, his voice soft yet each syllable precise. “But because we choose to remember.”

Behind him, on the giant screen, a blue world turned. Upon it, countless points connected by golden threads flickered in and out of existence.

“Our memories are what make us. But they are fragile. They fade with time, warp, disappear.” Bix took a step forward, as if to breach the invisible wall between him and the crowd. “But what if they didn’t fade? What if they could be shared?”

The world on the screen transformed instantly. A bright, transparent sphere appeared. Inside it, the image of a child blowing out birthday candles danced. Beneath the sphere, a simple label read: ‘The Candy House’.

“This is not a social network,” Bix emphasized, his tone swelling with passion. “This is a legacy. A doorway into humanity’s shared consciousness. Upload your deepest joy, your rawest sorrow. Preserve it forever. Or... gift it to another.”

A murmur rippled through the audience. Excited whispers spread like a wave.

In the VIP section to the side of the stage, Clara Dawson sat watching. Her thumb was pressed beneath her chin. She wasn’t looking at Bix’s fervent face, but at the hungry, rapt expressions on the faces in the crowd. They were like people forgetting the taste of a meal after the very first bite.

Bix spread his hands wide, as if making the ultimate offer.
“Today, I invite you all to build your own ‘Candy House.’ Upload your first memory. And experience someone else’s. This is true connection.”
Applause erupted. It beat against the stage like a storm. Clara’s eyes remained fixed on the shiny, innocent-looking sphere spinning on the screen. Her instinct sounded a quiet alarm from somewhere deep within. Would a person really put their most vulnerable memory in a jar and offer it to the world? Was this a gift, or the most dangerous form of self-delusion?

Bix smiled, drinking in the adoration of the crowd. Clara, however, couldn't help but think that the hands clapping so eagerly beside her might, in another second, reach out to grab that transparent sphere for themselves.

Chloe Bennett’s fingers gripped her tablet tightly. On the screen was an old photo of her grandmother, smiling, the wrinkles around her eyes like a map of memories. A map now being erased. Dementia was advancing, step by step.

"Just one memory, Chloe," she whispered to herself. Bix Bouton’s words from the stage echoed in her head. True connection.

The "Candy House" app was open. The interface was simple, inviting. A large, circular 'Upload' button pulsed softly.

Which one? she thought. Her first day of school with Nana? Picking strawberries at the summer house? No. It needed to be simpler. Purer.

She closed her eyes. The memory came on its own: she was five, on the park swing. Her grandmother was pushing her. "Higher, Nana! Higher!" she had shouted. The wind roared in her ears, her stomach fluttered with excitement. And that laugh... her grandmother’s laugh, brimming with pure joy.

She could still recall the smell of that memory, the sharp autumn breeze. Her grandmother had said, "Hold on, sweetheart!" And she had held on tight.

She pointed her tablet's camera at herself. Starting the "Record" process activated a neuro-web scanner that captured not just the image, but brainwaves and emotional responses. She took a deep breath.

"This is me and Nana Grace. We were at the park. I was on the swing."

She closed her eyes again and let herself fall into the moment. She recalled the cool touch of the wind, the metallic taste of the swing's chains, the warmth of the safe hands behind her. On the screen, a data bar filled slowly.

A beep sounded. The process was complete.

Before her hovered a transparent, glowing sphere, just like the ones from Bix's demo. Inside was a slightly blurry but intensely happy image of a little girl on a swing. Beneath it, it read: For Grace Bennett. With love, Chloe.

Her thumb hovered over the 'Send' button. She hesitated. Was it right to lock this memory in a digital jar? Then she thought of her grandmother's blank, unrecognizing gaze. She had to try everything.

She pressed the button.

The sphere vanished from the screen in a flash of light. A simple message replaced it: Your memory has been successfully placed in Grace Bennett's Candy House.

Chloe felt a weight lift from her chest. Her breath eased. That moment was there now. It wouldn't disappear. Her grandmother would see it when she opened her tablet, and maybe the light would return to her eyes. The thought warmed her. Bix was right. This was a gift.

She refreshed her grandmother's profile page. The 'Spheres' section, once empty, now held a single, faintly glowing orb. She clicked on it.

Her memory shimmered on her grandmother's screen. But Chloe's attention snagged on a small, grey notation just below the sphere. She hadn't seen it before.

Access: Public.

And beneath that, in even smaller type: 1 user has already saved this memory.

Mylo Chen’s workspace was an abandoned substation, lit by the cold glow of holographic screens. They hummed, displaying the raw, unfiltered stream of public memories from the Candy House—a torrent of humanity’s unguarded joys and sorrows.

He called himself a curator. The world would call him a thief.

His eyes scanned the cascade of data, algorithms flagging moments of high emotional resonance. Then one caught his software’s attention: Elevated neuro-signatures. Vulnerability markers. Visually compelling.

He clicked. The stream paused.

A young woman’s face filled the screen—Chloe. Eyes closed, expression etched with longing and pain. She was uploading a memory. A childhood swing. A lost grandmother. Mylo read the cascading neuro-data: a spike of dopamine, then a profound wave of melancholy. It was raw. Perfect.

His fingers danced across the keyboard. In seconds, he excised the memory’s data packet from the public stream, encrypted it, and deposited it into his private, offline server. It was a violation hidden in the fine print of the Candy House’s terms—a ghost in the machine.

His archive held thousands of these stolen moments. But this one felt different. The fragile hope on Chloe’s face... it hinted at a story. He needed the next chapter.

A quick search revealed her social profiles, her grandmother’s medical condition. She had sent the memory as a gift to a user named Grace Bennett.

A tightness formed in Mylo’s chest. Was this theft? He rationalized it: if he hadn’t taken it, someone else would have. Someone like Derek Finch, who wouldn't just collect memories but weaponize them. At least Mylo... appreciated them. Didn’t he?

He found himself adding Chloe’s profile to his watchlist. He’d be alerted if she uploaded again. The professional distance was crumbling. This was no longer just data.

Pushing back from the console, he stood in the dim silence of the substation. He tried to recall a happy memory of his own. Only static and emptiness answered. The memory collector had none of his own.

Returning to the screen, he replayed the stolen sphere. The swing swayed. The ghost of a child’s laugh echoed in the data.

Then his eye caught a new entry in the memory’s access log. Another IP had viewed the sphere just minutes after it reached Grace Bennett’s profile. His tools traced it instantly—a sleek skyscraper downtown. His blood ran cold. He knew that building. He knew the company housed there.

Derek Finch.

Amanda Pierce’s office absorbed the quiet hum of power. Thick carpets swallowed every step; the panoramic city view hung behind glass like an unattainable stage. Across her desk, her campaign director Simon stood like a prosecutor.

“The public wants authenticity, Amanda,” Simon said, his voice soft yet insistent. “‘The Candy House’ is the current definition of authenticity. We need you seen there.”

Amanda’s fingertips traced the polished wood of her desk. “My private life is not an open book for my constituents, Simon. This platform feels... invasive.”

“Connection, not invasion,” Simon corrected, sliding a tablet forward. “Your opponent shares two memories a week. Polls show a fifteen-point jump in his ‘real’ and ‘relatable’ metrics. You are climbing in the ‘cold’ and ‘distant’ category.”

Cold and distant. Years of service, countless late nights, all dissolving into two words. Amanda’s jaw tightened. Power was won not just with ideas, but with feelings. Now she had to play by these new rules.

“What do you propose I share?” she asked, a note of surrender in her voice.

Simon’s face brightened. He had a video clip cued. “This is perfect. From last year’s Young Leaders Summit. You’re talking to that girl... Mia. Fighting cancer. The moment your eyes well up listening to her story.”

Amanda remembered. She had been genuinely moved by Mia’s strength. No cameras were rolling then. It was just two people. Now that intimate moment would be repackaged as a campaign asset.

“Doesn’t this exploit my own emotions?” she murmured.

“It demonstrates your empathy,” Simon countered without hesitation. “The public needs to see you have a heart. The Candy House is the most credible way to prove it. Unedited. Unfakeable.”

Amanda sighed. She took the tablet and opened the Candy House app. Her profile was stark and empty. ‘Share Your First Memory’ pulsed.

“Is this a one-time thing?” she asked, a final hope.

“Of course,” Simon said, but Amanda saw the ‘just-get-your-foot-in-the-door’ look in his eyes. This was a breach point. Once opened, the door wouldn’t close.

She hit record. She focused the tablet on the chosen clip, watching her own on-screen face—attentive, engaged, wearing an expression of authentic sadness. She tried to recapture the feeling. The respect for Mia. The helplessness in the face of fragility.

The software analyzed her micro-expressions, the tremor in her voice. A data bar filled. Process complete.

Before her hovered a sphere containing the essence of that clip. An auto-generated title read: Finding Inspiration in a Young Leader’s Courage. It felt artificial. Official.

“Perfect,” Simon said. “Now set it to ‘Public.’ And perhaps add the tags ‘Politics’ and ‘Humanity.’”

Amanda’s finger trembled over the ‘Share’ button. Public. Mia could see this. What would she feel? Amanda wondered if this act would cheapen that sacred moment.

She pressed it.

The sphere shot into the public stream and vanished. For a second, Amanda felt nothing. Then, her tablet chimed.

@JohnQPublic: Now that’s leadership! Real emotion finally!
@TruthSeeker: Were the tears genuine? Awaiting emotional data analysis.
Simon smiled. “See? The engagement is starting. Positive sentiment is already at eighty-two percent.”

Amanda stared at the screen. Strangers were reducing one of her most sincere moments to ‘sentiment percentages.’ She felt nauseous. She knew she had sold a piece of herself for power. Worse, she felt she could do it again with less hesitation next time.

Just then, another notification arrived in her personal email. The subject line froze her:

Interesting Memory You Shared...

The sender was unknown. The preview showed only one line:
*“Your authenticity is truly admirable, Ms. Pierce. What about your ‘authentic’ opinions from that closed-door meeting in 2018?”*
Leo Sterling’s study was a sanctuary outside of time. Shelves bowed under the weight of leather-bound books; the air smelled of dust and old paper. The only technological intrusion was the laptop on his desk, now open.

On its screen glowed his granddaughter Chloe’s
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