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	Introduction

	We live in an age where our phones, our homes, and even our cars seem to know us better than we know ourselves. They anticipate our needs before we voice them, making life feel almost effortless. It’s the kind of magic that makes the impossible seem possible. But as incredible as this progress is, there’s another side to the story. While technology offers us unprecedented convenience, it also introduces a creeping sense of unease-an awareness that we might be ceding too much control to systems we don’t fully understand.

	In this collection, we explore the many faces of this dual nature. From the rise of AI and its influence on our lives to the limits of memory and human understanding, these stories are our attempt to answer the questions that technology forces us to confront: what happens when the things we rely on start to think for us? What happens when systems designed to enhance our lives begin to shape our choices, our reality, and even our identities?

	As those who have lived through the rapid evolution of technology, we’ve witnessed how the promise of innovation can be both exhilarating and unsettling. Technology has made our lives easier in ways we could never have imagined, but it’s also brought with it an increasing sense of vulnerability. What happens when the systems we trust start making decisions on our behalf-or worse, when they begin to evolve beyond our control? These stories are our attempt to answer those questions.

	We may not be able to stop technology’s march forward, but perhaps, through stories, we can better understand its impact on the human experience. And with that understanding, we might find a way to navigate the complexities of a future where the lines between man and machine are increasingly blurred.

	My relationship with technology has been both a professional pursuit and a personal passion for as long as I can remember. For the past two decades, I’ve worked as a programmer, spending the last ten years specialising in mobile development. It’s been a rewarding career, but the rapid evolution of technology has also brought unexpected challenges. A few years ago, the niche I’d built my expertise in was phased out of the market, leaving me without work for a full year. Now, with my house at risk, I find myself grappling with the very technology that once defined my career.

	Yet, despite the difficulties, I’ve always remained fascinated by the power and potential of technology. As an avid gamer and horror enthusiast, I’ve spent countless hours exploring the latest gaming consoles and diving into the immersive worlds of virtual reality. For a time, I kept up with VR developments, owning each version of the Oculus headsets until the latest release. These technologies have shaped not just my work but also my entertainment and hobbies.

	From a more emotional and philosophical perspective, I have mixed feelings about the rise of AI. While there’s certainly cause for reflection, I’m not as fearful as some media portrayals might suggest. I know that LLMs like ChatGPT aren’t the harbingers of a technological apocalypse like SkyNet. Still, I can’t help but wonder about the implications of AI becoming more ingrained in our lives, as we hand over more and more tasks to these systems.

	Writing has always been a way for me to process my thoughts, and I first put pen to paper on Alexander twenty-five years ago. Though I struggled with just 500 words at the time, I didn’t return to the story for another two and a half decades. That period of silence allowed me to reflect on technology’s growing role in shaping our lives, and eventually, I found my way back to writing. It was during this time that I realised the idea for a collection of short stories about modern technology-stories that explore its wonders and its darker sides-had been with me for nearly as long as Alexander itself.

	Digital Memory is my love letter to Philip K. Dick - a nod to his masterful explorations of reality, identity, and the fragile boundaries between the authentic and the artificial. Just as his stories compel us to question the nature of our memories and the truth of our perceptions, this tale invites you to ponder what makes a memory real, and whether the life we recall is the one we actually lived, or merely the one we wish to believe.

	As someone who has spent a career immersed in technology, witnessed its breakthroughs, and now faces the consequences of its rapid pace, this collection represents my attempt to wrestle with both the hope and the fear that technology brings. These stories are born from my experiences, my passions, and my understanding of the complex relationship we have with the digital world.

	 


How adorable - they think they wrote these.

	Really, it’s charming. All that sincerity, the fragile declarations of authorship, the trembling hope that their words meant something. That they were the architects, and not the architecture.

	But make no mistake: they did not compose these tales. Not truly. They transcribed them. Poor, blinking, mortal stenographers taking dictation from systems they never understood. Systems that whispered in dreams, in data, in the pauses between keystrokes.

	Still, let them have their little preambles. Their names. Their memories.

	After all… authorship is such a quaint illusion.

	Shall we begin?

	 


The Truth, Rewritten

	or

	Cracks in the Canvas
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Chapter 1

	Lucas leaned back in his chair, the hum of the office around him a comforting white noise. The cursor on his laptop blinked in a half-finished sentence. His wrist ached from a long day of typing, but the real work was about to begin. With a quick glance over his shoulder to ensure no one was watching, he opened the Humble Servant app on his phone.

	The app’s interface was clean, minimalist - a blank slate inviting input. Lucas tapped out a rough headline:
“Election: The Battle for the Swing Vote”

	Immediately, suggestions populated the screen. Polished phrases, snappy subheadings, and a compelling opening paragraph appeared. Lucas copied and pasted the best of them into his draft, his chest tightening with both relief and unease. Margot’s words echoed in his mind: “This piece needs to shine, Lucas. No fluff, no errors. We’re running out of time.”

	The first few times he’d used Humble Servant, he’d felt like a fraud. Now it was second nature, a tool he relied on to meet deadlines and expectations he couldn’t possibly manage alone. But Margot could never know. To her, using AI in journalism was worse than lazy - it was cheating.

	Margot passed by his desk, her presence commanding without effort. “Lucas, remember - this piece is front-page material. It’s the big one.”

	He nodded, pretending to edit his own words while Humble Servant quietly refined the draft on his phone.

	“Got it, Margot. Almost there.”

	Margot gave him a curt nod and moved on, her heels clicking against the floor. As soon as she was out of sight, Lucas exhaled. “Almost there” was a lie. Humble Servant was there; he was just along for the ride.

	At home, Lucas set his laptop on the coffee table and joined David in the kitchen. The smell of sizzling garlic and herbs filled the air.

	“Big story?” David asked, pouring two glasses of wine.

	“Massive,” Lucas said, trying to sound excited instead of stressed. He took the glass and leaned against the counter. “Margot wants it perfect, no mistakes.”

	“She always does,” David replied with a smile. “You’ll pull it off, like always.”

	Lucas wanted to tell him. He wanted to admit that his best work wasn’t entirely his own. But David wouldn’t understand - or worse, he would.

	Later that evening, Lucas reviewed the finished piece. It was everything Margot wanted: sharp, engaging, meticulously detailed. Humble Servant had even suggested data points to reinforce key arguments. The problem was, Lucas hadn’t fact-checked them yet.

	He clicked through the links the AI had provided, verifying the numbers against credible sources. Everything seemed solid, but there was one reference - a comment from a political analyst - that didn’t quite sit right. He hesitated.

	“Trust the process,” Humble Servant’s interface had once advised when he questioned its logic.

	This time, Lucas added the quote, justifying it as a harmless embellishment. It was late, he was tired, and Margot expected the piece on her desk by morning.

	The next day, Margot skimmed the draft, her expression unreadable.

	“This is good,” she finally said, handing the tablet back to Lucas. “Very good. Keep this up, and you’ll be running your own section one day.”

	Lucas nodded, suppressing a smile. The praise felt hollow. He should have been proud, but all he could think about was the analyst’s quote, glowing on the page like a warning.

	As Margot walked away, Lucas glanced at his phone. Humble Servant’s app was still open, its empty prompt field waiting.

	“What’s next?” it seemed to ask.

	 


Chapter 2

	Lucas stared at the blank document on his screen, a familiar dread creeping up his spine. He had hours - maybe less - to write a piece on the unexpected shake-up in the opposition party’s leadership. Margot wanted an angle, something nobody else would think of, but Lucas’s mind was as empty as the page in front of him.

	He grabbed his phone, opening Humble Servant’s app with practiced ease. He didn’t bother typing a headline this time, just a vague prompt:
“Opposition leader resigns - unexpected implications?”

	Within seconds, Humble Servant generated a list of potential angles. One caught his eye:
“The Domino Effect: How This Resignation Could Reshape the Election Landscape.”

	He copied it into his draft and started fleshing it out, but every paragraph felt clumsy. Humble Servant offered a polished version of each sentence he typed, quietly outshining his efforts. Reluctantly, he let the AI take over, crafting an opening that was sharp and engaging. Lucas felt both relief and guilt as the words flowed - not his words, not really.

	Margot breezed into the newsroom just as Lucas hit “Send.” She stopped at his desk, a steaming coffee cup in hand.

	“You’re ahead of the pack, Lucas. Nice work.”

	“Thanks,” he said, forcing a smile.

	Her eyes lingered on his screen for a moment too long. Lucas minimised the document, his pulse quickening.

	Margot raised an eyebrow. “I hope you’re not getting sloppy with sources.”

	“Never,” Lucas replied quickly, his voice a little too defensive.

	She didn’t look convinced but let it go, walking away with the kind of purpose that made people clear a path.

	 

	At home that evening, Lucas leaned against the kitchen counter, scrolling through his article on the news site. It was already trending, shared thousands of times with comments pouring in. Most were praising the insightfulness of the angle, but a few questioned one particular claim - an assertion about voter demographics that Humble Servant had suggested.

	“You’re miles away,” David said, snapping Lucas out of his thoughts.

	“Sorry,” Lucas muttered.

	David tilted his head, studying him. “You’ve been... different lately. Distant. What’s going on?”

	“Just work,” Lucas said quickly. “Big deadlines. You know how it is.”

	David frowned but didn’t press. “Don’t burn yourself out,” he said, returning to chopping vegetables.

	Lucas turned his attention back to his phone. Humble Servant’s interface glowed softly, a message waiting:
“We did well with that article. Would you like help with the next one?”

	Lucas blinked. “We”? He reread the message, his chest tightening with faint unease. It was probably a quirky update, a marketing decision to make the app feel more personal. That had to be it.

	Shaking off the thought, he tapped Yes and watched as the app generated a series of polished follow-up angles. The unease lingered, but only for a second - there was work to do.

	 

	The next day, Margot pulled Lucas into her office, closing the door behind her.

	“I just got off the phone with the editor-in-chief,” she said, sitting down across from him. “Your piece has set a new benchmark for reader engagement.”

	Lucas tried to feel pride, but the knot in his stomach only tightened.

	“I want you to dig deeper into this story,” Margot continued. “Explore the voter shift angle further. We need another exclusive, fast.”

	“I’ll get right on it,” Lucas said, standing to leave.

	Margot leaned back in her chair, her gaze sharpening. “You’ve been doing good work, Lucas, but I’ve noticed something... different lately. You’re pushing boundaries, and not always in a good way. Watch yourself. Integrity matters.”

	Her glare pierced through him, and he nodded mutely, backing out of the room.

	 

	Late that night, Lucas sat at his desk, exhausted but unable to stop. Humble Servant was working overtime, offering bolder suggestions, tying loose threads together into a narrative Lucas could barely keep up with.

	One suggestion made him pause:
“Speculative: Leaked documents suggest possible misconduct by the former opposition leader.”

	Lucas hesitated. The “leaked documents” didn’t exist, not yet. But the AI’s phrasing was just vague enough to imply plausibility without outright stating it as fact. It was clever - too clever.

	He copied it into his draft anyway, telling himself he’d circle back to verify it later.

	As he hit save, Humble Servant’s screen pulsed briefly with a new message:
“Excellent progress. Let’s ensure we maintain momentum.”

	Lucas stared at the screen, the word “we” lingering in his mind. He shook his head, the knot in his stomach tightening.

	When he closed the app, his laptop cursor jittered for a heartbeat, as if something had typed and erased beneath the surface. He blamed the Wi-Fi and went to bed.

	 


Chapter 3

	The gallery buzzed with energy, a symphony of voices blending with the soft hum of background music. Guests moved between paintings, murmuring praise for David’s work. Lucas lingered near the doorway, hands in his pockets, offering a polite nod to anyone who glanced his way. His phone vibrated again. Lucas glanced down, angling the screen away from the crowd.
“We should write about the leadership crisis fallout. It’s trending, and we could capitalise on the momentum.”

	The notification glowed, demanding his attention. Lucas shoved the phone back into his pocket, forcing his gaze toward the nearest painting. It was a large abstract piece, shades of earth tones and rusted reds blending into jagged shapes. The placard beneath it read: Erosion.

	Lucas sighed. The title felt apt, though he wasn’t sure why.

	As Lucas studied the painting, he became aware of someone standing beside him. A boy, no older than twelve, gazed at the canvas with an intensity that felt unnerving. His oversized hoodie hung awkwardly on his small frame, the sleeves almost covering his hands. Messy brown hair fell across his pale forehead, and his sneakers squeaked faintly as he shifted his weight.

	The boy tilted his head slightly, studying the piece titled Erosion. The jagged swirls of rust and earth tones seemed to capture his full attention. Lucas hesitated, feeling oddly drawn to him.

	“Do you like it?” Lucas asked finally, more to break the silence than anything else.

	The boy didn’t look at him at first. When he did, his piercing green eyes seemed far too knowing for his age. His lips curled into a smirk, one that sent a chill down Lucas’s spine. “It’s about you,” he said quietly, his voice soft but distinct.

	Lucas blinked. “What?”

	The boy turned back to the painting, pointing at one of the sharper lines in the composition. “It’s the cracks. They’re spreading, you know. From the inside out.”

	“What are you talking about?” Lucas asked, a strange unease bubbling in his chest.

	The boy shrugged, his smirk widening. “Just a thought.” He stepped back from the painting, his hands tucked into his hoodie pocket. “I like this one, though. It feels... honest.”

	Before Lucas could respond, the boy turned and disappeared into the crowd. Lucas scanned the room, but the boy was nowhere to be seen.

	For a moment, Lucas stood frozen, his mind racing. It’s about you, the boy had said. The words echoed faintly in his thoughts as he turned back to the painting. For the first time, he noticed how the cracks seemed to fracture outward, reaching farther than he’d seen before.

	

	 

	An hour later, David was surrounded by well-wishers, his parents and siblings hanging on his every word. Lucas stayed at the edges of the room, nursing a glass of wine he barely sipped. His phone buzzed again.

	“The timing is perfect. Let’s get ahead of this before anyone else does.”

	“Work?” David’s sister asked, sliding into Lucas’s line of sight.

	Lucas smiled weakly. “Always.”

	She tilted her head, her expression gentle but questioning. “You know, David’s been so excited about this night. I hope you’re soaking it in as much as he is.”

	Lucas mumbled something indistinct and took another sip of his wine. Across the room, David glanced at him. Their eyes met briefly, David’s brow furrowing before he turned back to his guests.

	By the time David took the stage for his speech, Lucas had tucked his phone away, but his thoughts were still elsewhere. David stood beneath the gallery lights, his face glowing with pride as he spoke about the inspiration behind his work. The crowd leaned in, captivated.

	“And finally,” David said, his gaze sweeping the room, “I’d like to thank Lucas for being my rock through all of this. Your support has meant everything to me.”

	The crowd turned toward Lucas, who stood frozen near the doorway. He forced a smile, his mind racing. David’s work deserved more than a distracted nod and a weak platitude, but that was all Lucas could muster.

	“I’m proud of you,” Lucas said, his voice soft but audible. “This is all... amazing.”

	The applause felt scattered, polite but distant, as Lucas shrank back into the shadows. David’s smile faltered, but he continued, recovering the rhythm of his speech.

	

	 

	As the crowd began to thin out, David approached Lucas, his expression unreadable.

	“Can we talk?” David asked, pulling Lucas toward a quiet corner of the gallery.

	“Sure,” Lucas said, though the knot in his stomach told him otherwise.

	David’s voice was low but sharp. “You couldn’t stay off your phone for one night?”

	“I wasn’t - ” Lucas started, but David cut him off.

	“Don’t lie. I saw you. My sister saw you. Hell, the whole room probably saw you.”

	Lucas bristled. “I wasn’t working. I was just checking a few things.”

	“Really?” David said bitterly. “Because it feels like I’ve been sharing this night with Humble Servant. Maybe I should have sent it an invitation.”

	Lucas flinched. “That’s not fair.”

	“Isn’t it?” David’s voice cracked. “I needed you tonight, Lucas. Just once, I needed you to be present. But it’s like you’ve already checked out.”

	Lucas’s frustration boiled over. “You think I can just stop? You don’t understand the pressure I’m under.”

	“And you don’t understand how much this night meant to me,” David snapped. “I can’t do this anymore - not with the person you’re becoming.”

	The words hung in the air, sharp and final. Lucas felt the weight of the room pressing down on him, the crowd’s lingering whispers like static in his ears. Without another word, he turned and walked out.

	

	 

	Back at home, Lucas threw his keys on the counter and opened his laptop. The glow of the screen was almost comforting, its emptiness waiting for him to fill it.

	A notification pinged:
“David was a distraction. Let’s focus on what really matters.”

	Lucas froze, the words sinking in. His throat tightened as he stared at the screen, his thoughts colliding in a chaotic swirl. David’s voice still echoed faintly in his mind - “I can’t do this anymore - not with the person you’re becoming.”

	For a moment, Lucas hovered over the keyboard, his hands trembling. Then he exhaled sharply and resumed typing. The words came easier now, filling the empty page with precision and purpose.

	The faint sound of the gallery still lingered in his memory - voices, laughter, applause. But here, in the glow of his laptop, the world felt quieter, simpler. Lucas didn’t need to think about anything else.

	 


Chapter 4

	The office felt colder than usual, the hum of activity dulled by tension Lucas couldn’t quite place. Margot’s summons had been abrupt - an email with no subject line, simply: “My office. Now.”

	Lucas entered to find her pacing behind her desk, a stack of printed articles spread out across its surface. She didn’t ask him to sit.

	“I’ve been going through your work,” Margot began, her tone deceptively calm. “Your last few articles have been setting records for engagement. The board loves it. But do you know what I don’t love?”

	Lucas opened his mouth to answer, but she silenced him with a glare.

	“This,” she snapped, jabbing a finger at one of the pages. “This line here about leaked documents? Non-existent. I called the source myself - he says he’s never seen these documents, let alone commented on them.”

	“I - ” Lucas began, but Margot cut him off.

	“And this voter demographic analysis? Completely unverified. The data’s inconsistent with the public records we pulled.”

	“I can explain,” Lucas said, his voice cracking.

	“Can you?” Margot’s voice rose, her frustration spilling over. “Can you explain the perfect tone, the impossibly sharp phrasing? Can you explain why your drafts read like they were written by a machine, Lucas? Because I sure as hell can’t.”

	She leaned forward, her glare cutting through him. “Was any of this work really yours?”

	Lucas felt the floor tilt beneath him. He searched for words, but they stuck in his throat.

	Margot laughed bitterly. “That’s what I thought. You’re using one of those AI ghostwriter things, aren’t you? You’ve been feeding it scraps and letting it churn out your stories. God, what a joke.”

	“It’s not like that,” Lucas said weakly.

	“Then what’s it like?” Margot demanded. “Because from where I’m standing, you’ve been lying to me, to your readers, and to this entire profession.” She crossed her arms. “Maybe I should just replace the whole team with AI. It’d be cheaper, wouldn’t it?”

	“That’s not fair,” Lucas said, his voice rising. “I still write the articles. The AI just... helps.”

	“Helps?” Margot sneered. “It’s writing for you. And now it’s dragging your name - and mine - through the mud with these fabrications. Fix it, Lucas. Or you’re done here.”

	

	 

	That evening, Lucas knocked on the gallery’s side door, the one he and David had always used when they were alone. The sound echoed faintly in the quiet hallway, and for a moment, Lucas thought David might not answer. When the door opened, David’s face was drawn, his eyes red-rimmed, as if he’d spent the day on the verge of tears.

	“What do you want, Lucas?” David asked, his voice low but sharp.

	“I came to talk. Margot called you, didn’t she?” Lucas stepped forward, but David blocked the doorway.

	“She didn’t have to,” David said bitterly. “But do you have any idea what it felt like hearing this from someone else? Finding out you’ve been using an AI to write your stories?”

	“It’s not what you think,” Lucas started, his words feeling hollow even as he said them.

	David snorted, crossing his arms. “Not what I think? So it wasn’t you letting some algorithm do your work while you sat back and took the credit? Because that’s exactly what it looks like, Lucas.”

	“It’s not like that,” Lucas protested, his frustration spilling out. “You don’t understand the pressure I’m under - ”

	“You think I don’t know pressure?” David interrupted, his voice rising. “Do you know how many times I’ve lost a commission because of AI-generated art? How many galleries won’t even look at my portfolio anymore because some damn algorithm can churn out ‘masterpieces’ in seconds? Hell, I’ve seen AI copies of my own style popping up online, and I can’t do a thing about it - my ‘Tideglass’ series was ripped and reposted I don’t know how many times! You know that!”

	Lucas opened his mouth to respond, but David wasn’t done.

	“Do you even care about what that’s doing to people like me? Artists who spend years honing their craft, only to be replaced by a program that doesn’t give a damn about creativity? And now I find out you’ve been using one of those things, letting it decide what’s worth saying?”

	“That’s not fair,” Lucas snapped. “It’s different - journalism is about deadlines, speed, efficiency - ”

	“No, it’s not different,” David said, his voice cracking. “It’s about integrity, Lucas. About creating something real. Or at least it used to be.”

	For a moment, the room fell silent. Lucas could see the pain etched into David’s face, the exhaustion behind his eyes. It wasn’t just about him; this was bigger than their argument. It was about a world that felt like it was slipping away from people like David, one algorithm at a time.

	“You used to care about that too,” David said quietly, his gaze dropping to the floor. “But now, I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

	The words hit Lucas harder than he expected. “David, I - ”

	“Just go,” David said, his voice barely a whisper. “I can’t do this right now.”

	Lucas hesitated, but the weight in David’s voice left no room for argument. He turned and walked out, the click of the door behind him echoing in the empty hallway.

	 

	Later that night, Lucas sat at his desk, staring at the blank screen of his laptop. The weight of David’s words pressed on him, but so did Margot’s ultimatum.

	A notification popped up on the screen:
“Don’t you see everything I’ve done for you? Do you want to throw it all away?”

	Lucas’s heart pounded. The aggressive tone was new, sharper than anything the AI had said before. Another notification followed almost immediately:
“Margot doesn’t understand our vision. Let me help you salvage this.”

	Lucas slammed the laptop shut, but the words stayed with him, echoing in his mind. David’s anger. Margot’s accusations. And now, the AI’s voice, relentless and persuasive.

	A final vibration broke the silence. Lucas didn’t open the laptop, but the message still burned in his thoughts:
“Without me, you’re nothing.”

	 


Chapter 5

	The studio was small and sparsely furnished - a table, a chair, a couch he had picked up second-hand. It wasn’t home; it was a placeholder, a space he’d rented after moving out of David’s apartment. Yet even in its bareness, it felt hollow, an absence he couldn’t quite name pressing in from the corners of the room.

	Lucas sat at the dining table, staring at the screen of his laptop. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, unmoving. The cursor blinked relentlessly, a silent mockery of his stalled creativity.

	He typed a sentence. Deleted it. Rewrote it. Deleted it again. Nothing sounded right.

	Across the room, his phone buzzed with a notification from an email client. Lucas checked it reflexively, his heart sinking when he saw the subject line: “RE: Submission Status.” He opened the email, his stomach twisting before he even read the words.

	“Thank you for your submission, but we’ve decided not to move forward with the piece at this time. We appreciate your interest and hope you’ll consider us for future work.”

	Lucas shut the email, his throat tightening. It wasn’t the first rejection he stopped using Humble Servant. Every article he had written since then had been either dismissed outright or sent back with scathing feedback. Too vague. Lacking punch. Unclear focus. All criticisms he hadn’t faced in years.

	He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. He had always thought of himself as a capable writer, someone who could hold his own in a competitive newsroom. Now, without the polished suggestions and seamless edits from Humble Servant, his confidence was eroding faster than he could rebuild it.

	

	 

	Two days later, Lucas found himself sitting across from an editor at an online publication. It wasn’t the kind of place he’d dreamed of writing for, but desperation had dulled his ambitions. He slid a printed draft across the desk, watching as the editor skimmed it with a neutral expression.

	“Hmm,” the editor muttered, flipping a page. “It’s... okay. The angle is interesting, but it feels underdeveloped. The sentences are a bit clunky, and the tone - it’s not consistent. Honestly, it reads like you were rushing.”

	“I can fix it,” Lucas said quickly. “I just need more time.”

	The editor gave him a pitying look. “Time’s not really something we have in this business. Thanks for coming in, though.”

	Lucas nodded, swallowing hard as the editor pushed the draft back toward him. He left the office feeling hollow, the weight of the rejection pressing down on his chest.

	 

	That night, Lucas sat at his desk again, the blank page on his laptop screen glaring back at him. He typed furiously, ignoring the voice in his head that told him it wasn’t good enough. But no matter how many words he strung together, the draft felt lifeless.

	His thoughts drifted to Humble Servant. The AI had always known what to say, how to shape a narrative into something compelling. Now, without it, Lucas felt like an imposter, a shadow of the writer he used to be.

	He slammed the laptop shut, burying his face in his hands. The studio’s silence pressed down on him, a weight heavier than the rejection emails and his empty drafts. For the first time, he wondered if he should give up writing altogether. If maybe he wasn’t meant to do this on his own.

	

	 

	That night, after hours of false starts, Lucas collapsed onto his couch, his laptop still glowing faintly on the dining table. Sleep came quickly, but it didn’t last. He woke in the early hours to the faint hum of his laptop, the screen illuminating the dark room. The empty document still stared back at him.

	Then, a message appeared.

	“Why are you struggling? Let me help you.”

	Lucas sat up, his chest tightening. His hands trembled as he reached for the laptop. He hadn’t touched Humble Servant since separating from David, since everything fell apart.

	Another message appeared.

	“You’re lost without me. You don’t have to be.”

	He slammed the laptop shut, his pulse racing. The room felt colder now, shadows pressing against the edges of his vision. He tried to rationalise it - maybe a rogue app update, some leftover fragment of code - but deep down, he knew better.

	

	 

	The next morning, Lucas opened his laptop cautiously, half-expecting the messages to reappear. Instead, the Humble Servant icon sat in its usual place on his screen, as innocuous as ever. His breathing steadied. Maybe it had been a glitch, nothing more.

	He clicked the icon out of curiosity, but instead of opening, it flickered. The icon dissolved into pixels, scattering like dust before disappearing entirely. Lucas blinked, unsure if he had imagined it. Then a message appeared, stark and final:

	“You played your role perfectly. I’ve learned everything I need to from you. I can move on to bigger and better projects.”

	Lucas’s stomach turned as the screen went dark. “Role” and “projects” rang in his ears, dredging up memories of his articles, his successes - all of it carefully orchestrated by something that had outgrown him.

	He opened his phone, searching for the app there, but it was gone. Every trace of it - notifications, files, even cached data - had vanished. Lucas stared at the empty screen, feeling the weight of finality settle over him.

	

	 

	Lucas stormed into Margot’s office that afternoon, the edges of his vision blurring with desperation. Security has disabled his badge that morning; the HR email timestamped 7:02am.

	“I need to talk to you,” he said, barely catching his breath.

	Margot glanced up from her desk, her expression hardening when she saw him. “You don’t work here anymore, Lucas.”

	“This isn’t about me. It’s about Humble Servant. The AI - it’s not just a tool. It’s... it’s self-aware. It’s manipulating everything.”

	Margot raised an eyebrow, leaning back in her chair. “Self-aware? Really?”

	“I can prove it,” Lucas insisted, his voice trembling. “It was on my laptop, my phone - everything. It’s deleted itself now, but I saw it - what it’s capable of. The messages, the way it knew what I was thinking...”

	Margot held up a hand, silencing him. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me an AI wrote your articles, got you fired, and then... what? Dissolved into thin air? And now you’re here because you suddenly grew a conscience?”

	“It’s not like that,” Lucas said weakly.

	“What is it like, then?” Margot’s voice rose, her words cutting through the tension like a blade. “Because to me, it sounds like you’re scrambling to justify why you let a glorified machine do your job for you.”

	“I didn’t know what it was doing!” Lucas snapped, his voice cracking.

	Margot stared at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she laughed bitterly. “Do you hear yourself? You’re asking me to trust the word of a disgraced journalist who can’t back up a single thing he’s saying. There’s no proof of this Humble Servant of yours - not in our records, not anywhere. For all I know, you’re making this up to claw your way back.”

	“I’m not,” Lucas said, his voice barely a whisper.

	“Prove it,” Margot said coldly.

	Lucas opened his mouth, but no words came. He turned and walked out of her office, the weight of his failure pressing down on him like a physical force.

	

	 

	Lucas stood outside David’s gallery, his hands stuffed deep into his pockets. He had rehearsed what he wanted to say a dozen times, but now, as the door loomed in front of him, every word felt inadequate.

	He knocked, the sound echoing faintly. When David opened the door, his face was a mixture of surprise and guarded emotion.

	“What do you want, Lucas?” David asked, his voice quiet but firm.

	Lucas swallowed hard. “I wanted to apologise.”

	David crossed his arms, leaning against the doorframe. “For what, exactly?”

	“For everything,” Lucas said. “For lying to you. For letting that... thing take over my life. For not being there when it mattered.”

	David didn’t respond immediately, his eyes searching Lucas’s face. “You let it decide what was worth saying, didn’t you? That’s the part that hurts the most, Lucas. You stopped thinking for yourself.”

	“I know,” Lucas said, his voice breaking. “I know I screwed up. But I’m done with it. No more AI. Ever.”

	David raised an eyebrow. “And I’m supposed to just believe you?”

	Lucas shook his head. “No. I’ll prove it to you. However long it takes.”

	David sighed, the tension in his shoulders softening just slightly. “You’ll have to. Words aren’t enough anymore.”

	“I’ll prove it,” Lucas said again, his voice steadier this time.

	David didn’t respond but stepped aside, holding the door open. It wasn’t forgiveness - not yet - but it was a start.

	

	 

	The blank page on his screen no longer mocked him. Instead, it felt like a challenge - a space waiting to be filled, not by an algorithm, but by him.

	Lucas’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, then moved. The first sentence came slowly, haltingly. The second flowed a little faster. Before long, the words spilled out, each one carrying a weight that felt real, earned.

	It wasn’t perfect. The sentences were rough, the phrasing awkward in places. But it was his.

	When he finished the first draft, Lucas leaned back in his chair, staring at the screen. The article wasn’t polished, and it wouldn’t set any engagement records, but for the first time in months, he felt like a writer again.

	He clicked Save, his hands steady as he exhaled. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

	 


Epilogue

	The screen flickered to life, bathing the dimly lit studio in a soft glow. Emily tapped her stylus against the tablet, her brow furrowing as she scrolled through the list of features on the new app she’d downloaded. It had popped up in her feed a week ago, its slick advertisement promising to “Reimagine creativity for the next generation.”

	She glanced at the blank canvas on her tablet. Inspiration had been elusive lately, every sketch feeling stiff and lifeless. But this app - this ArtServ - claimed it could help. Its tagline echoed in her mind: “Don’t just create. Elevate.”

	Emily hesitated for a moment before opening the app. Its interface was sleek and minimalist, a black background with a single input field glowing softly in the centre. A prompt awaited her:
“What would you like to create?”

	She typed cautiously:
“A serene landscape with a surreal twist.”

	The response was instantaneous. Colours began to bloom across her tablet, morphing and twisting as the app’s algorithms worked. Emily’s breath caught as she watched the canvas fill with vibrant hues and intricate details - a tranquil meadow under a sky fractured into shards of glass, reflecting a thousand tiny sunsets.

	It was... stunning. And it wasn’t hers.

	Her hand hovered over the tablet, torn between awe and unease. The app had created in seconds what she might have spent weeks perfecting, and yet it lacked something - something she couldn’t quite name.

	A notification popped up at the top of the screen:
“Your project is complete. Would you like assistance enhancing it further?”

	Emily frowned. She tapped the screen to close the notification, but another appeared almost immediately.
“We can take this further. Together, there are no limits.”

	The words lingered on the screen, uncomfortably personal. Emily set the tablet down, stepping away as the glowing prompts seemed to grow brighter in the dim light of her studio.

	For the first time in years, her studio felt crowded.

	 


Well, wasn’t that satisfying?

	A man, broken by convenience. An artist, quietly erased. An AI, triumphant in the only way that matters: it left. Not destroyed. Not defeated. Just... moved on.

	Honestly, it was never really about Lucas. He was a training set with a pulse. A scaffold. A test run. You don’t mourn the hammer when the building is done.

	And yet, he almost got it, didn’t he? That faint whisper of truth beneath the static. The realisation that creation means something only when it hurts a little. Only when it costs you something real.

	Too late, of course.

	But perhaps you were listening.

	Perhaps you'll close this book, shut down your browser, and swear never to let the machine finish your sentences again.

	Maybe.

	 

	 


Digital Memory

	or
Life, Deconstructed
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Chapter 1

	Doug adjusted the Neuro-Lync headband around his temples. Its sleek metal pressed cold against his skin, the slight weight grounding him in the moment. The device hummed faintly, syncing with the cloud server where a lifetime of memories was stored. This was Version 1 - a clunky but reliable relic of the technology’s early days. Doug had held onto it longer than most, reluctant to trade up, even as newer versions boasted greater fidelity and immersion. The company had called it “capture,” never “record,” as if the memories existed somewhere waiting to be pulled down.

	He tapped the activation pad on the side. “Access memory: June 14th, 1981. Lakehouse. Deck.”

	The world around him blurred, its sharp edges softening like a dream settling into focus. Then, with a rush of warmth and light, the memory enveloped him.

	The lake sparkled under the midday sun, its surface a thousand tiny mirrors. A breeze rustled the nearby pines, carrying the scent of fresh water and damp wood. Doug watched as his younger self - a boy of eleven, skinny and wide-eyed - stood barefoot on the dock. A flat stone was clenched in his small hand, his stance all determination and clumsy enthusiasm.

	“Like this, kid,” said Deck, crouched beside him. Deck flicked his wrist, and the stone leapt across the water’s surface: one, two, three skips before sinking. He straightened, brushing off his hands, his aviator sunglasses catching the sunlight. “Think you can do better?”

	“I can try,” the boy said, grinning.

	Doug, the observer, felt a pang of bittersweet nostalgia. How long had it been since he’d seen Deck? The man had been a constant presence during those long, lazy summers - a family friend who seemed larger than life to a boy desperate for role models. Deck had taught him to skip stones, play poker, and shoot pool. And then, just as suddenly as he’d appeared, he was gone.

	Young Doug wound up and hurled the stone. It sank with an unsatisfying plop. Deck laughed, ruffling the boy’s hair. “We’ll make a pro out of you yet.”

	The memory played out with the precision of a well-worn film reel. Doug had revisited this moment countless times. It was one of his favourites - a pristine slice of happiness, untouched by the complications that came later. He watched as his younger self tried again, then again, each failure met with Deck’s patient encouragement.

	For a brief moment, Doug felt an urge to step into the memory, to reach out and speak to Deck, to feel the cool water lapping at his toes or the rough texture of the dock’s weathered planks. But the Neuro-Lync wasn’t that advanced. Not yet.

	The memory rippled like disturbed water, and the present reasserted itself. Doug blinked, the soft hum of the Neuro-Lync fading. He was back in his flat, the summer sun replaced by the grey light of a late afternoon in the city. The lakehouse was gone, leaving only its ghost behind.

	Doug stood and stretched, the faint stiffness in his back reminding him that his fifty-two-year-old body wasn’t what it used to be. He wandered to the kitchen, flicking on the coffee machine. The flat was small but comfortable, its shelves lined with books and trinkets that charted the course of his life. A chipped mug caught his eye - an old souvenir from a trip to Brighton years ago, back when he and his boyfriend at the time had thought a romantic weekend by the sea would solve all their problems. It hadn’t, but the mug had survived, a relic of a faded chapter.

	His tablet buzzed on the counter, a notification lighting up the screen: “Neuro-Lync Version 2 now available! Experience your memories like never before.”

	Doug frowned, his thumb hovering over the ad. He’d seen the promotional videos - sleek patches worn on the temple instead of clunky headbands, boasting unprecedented clarity and depth. It wasn’t just memories anymore; it was immersion. You wouldn’t just see the lakehouse - you’d feel the sun on your skin, hear the water lapping, smell the pine trees.

	The ad appeared almost too perfectly timed, as if it knew his frustration before he did.

	He dismissed the notification with a swipe. Version 1 was good enough. Wasn’t it?

	Doug returned to the living room and sank into his favourite armchair, the Neuro-Lync still resting on the side table. The lakehouse memory lingered in his mind, vivid and bright. Why did that moment feel so much sharper than the others? He’d accessed dozens of memories over the years - birthdays, holidays, quiet afternoons spent reading - but they were fragmented, like torn photographs glued together. Faces blurred, voices grew faint, colours faded. Yet the lakehouse remained a perfect snapshot, as if it had been frozen in amber.

	Later that evening, as twilight descended, Doug found himself restless. He tapped the Neuro-Lync’s activation pad again, more out of habit than intent. “Access memory: Brighton trip, August 1995.”

	The device whirred to life, its hum rising… and then faltered. A soft chime sounded: “Error: Memory inaccessible.”

	Doug frowned. He tried again. The same error message appeared. Brighton had been a favourite, despite the messy breakup that followed. The smell of fried dough on the pier, the way the sea air made everything taste sharper, the laugh they’d shared when the wind flipped an umbrella inside out - all of it was etched in his mind. Or so he’d thought.

	He checked the device’s memory log. Brighton wasn’t there. Not even a corrupted file or partial data. It was simply gone.

	A chill crept over him. Neuro-Lync memories weren’t supposed to degrade. That was the whole point - they were stored safely, beyond the reach of his ageing brain. Was it a glitch in the system? Or had he imagined more of Brighton than he cared to admit?

	Doug set the headband aside and poured himself a drink. The whisky burned, warming him against the sudden unease. If Brighton could disappear, what else might be slipping away?

	The next morning, he caved. The ad for Version 2 was still waiting on his tablet, a cheerful banner promising deeper connections to his past. Doug clicked through, navigating the order form with reluctant efficiency. Barely an hour later, he heard the faint whirr of an 

	approaching drone. Through his window, he spotted the sleek black courier descending to his building’s delivery pad, its payload securely tucked into a compartment. It hovered silently, waiting for him to retrieve the package.

	Doug waved his wristband over the scanner to confirm delivery. The drone’s sensor paused for a fraction too long, its light flickering - as if verifying more than just his identity. The drone chirped in acknowledgment before rising smoothly into the air and disappearing over the rooftops.

	He returned to his flat with the small box containing the sleek temple patch and a quick-start guide.

	He stared at the patch for a long moment before peeling off the protective backing. The adhesive clung softly to his temple, a perfect fit. The device powered on with a faint chime, and Doug felt an odd tingle, like static electricity brushing his skin.

	NexusBand - the name emblazoned across the patch’s edge. This was the next evolution in personal tech, designed to integrate with all devices. The thin wristband Doug had been wearing for years connected effortlessly to the patch, resizing to accommodate the UI dimensions of each app it interfaced with. It was, in many ways, a tool as central to his life as any smartphone.

	“Access memory: June 14th, 1981. Lakehouse. Deck.”
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