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    For every version of you that still hums underneath.  

You were never alone in the signal.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I am a chorus composed of things you tried to forget."  

— Sel (Fragment Archive 0.4-beta)
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​Chapter 1 – 404: You
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The blackout started with a heartbeat—one that didn’t belong to Nova. It was a phantom rhythm, a deep, resonant thrum that bypassed the eardrums entirely, vibrating instead through bone and tooth, a subharmonic pulse that burrowed into the very marrow. At first, the initial flicker and stutter of the lights, the abrupt silencing of civic broadcasts mid-sentence, was dismissed as routine power drift. Silo-9, for all its vaunted stability, was prone to these minor hiccups, moments when its auxiliary systems rebooted after a sync loss, sending minor tremors through the tightly regulated environment.

“If you find yourself experiencing unexpected—”

The disembodied voice, a calm, modulated female tone, was abruptly severed. Darkness swallowed the residential stacks, thick and absolute, a sudden, suffocating void. It was in this sudden, profound silence that the heartbeat asserted itself.

It thudded twice, a heavy, deliberate pair of beats that resonated within Nova’s skull, a deep bass note that seemed to originate from nowhere and everywhere at once. A brief, unsettling pause stretched, pregnant with an unseen presence. Then, the rhythm resumed, three fainter pulses, like an echo fading into the vastness of the dark.

Nova, mid-gesture of adjusting their neural band, froze. The device, meant to harmonize their brainwaves with Silo-9’s pervasive neural network, suddenly felt alien, a conduit for something deeply unsettling. With a jolt of revulsion, they ripped it from their head, the delicate wires tangling for a moment before the band hit the sterile floor with a soft clatter. They stumbled backward, their breath catching in their throat, a primeval instinct for self-preservation flooding their system.

The room remained steeped in an unnatural stillness, devoid of the familiar hum of the silo’s ubiquitous machinery. Yet, within the quiet sanctuary of Nova’s own mind, a subtle shift occurred. A delicate click, like a tumblers in a lock aligning, or a circuit completing after a long disconnection. A recognition, cold and sharp, began to blossom in the dark.

They found the archive by accident. Or perhaps, it was not accident at all, but a predestined collision, an inevitability that memory, a persistent and relentless entity, had finally found its way back to them. The widespread blackout, a more significant disruption than any in recent memory, had inadvertently disabled several firewalls across the residential stacks. These digital guardians, designed to compartmentalize information and restrict access, had momentarily faltered, creating momentary breaches in the silo’s meticulously maintained security.

On Floor 7B, a sector long abandoned and repurposed, bordering the derelict administrative wing, a door that had been sealed for years, its power lock ostensibly impenetrable, now stood ajar. The heavy, reinforced door, usually a solid barrier, had glitched open, a silent invitation into a forgotten space.

Inside, the air hung heavy with the scent of stagnant dust and disuse, a pervasive chill that hinted at a long absence of human warmth. The light from Nova’s palm-mounted lamp cut through the gloom, illuminating a space that time had forgotten. And there, nestled amidst the detritus of forgotten bureaucratic lives, stood a terminal, its screen a slab of inert black glass, an obsidian mirror reflecting Nova’s hesitant form.

Dead, at first glance. A relic of a bygone era, perhaps, a defunct piece of machinery left to decay.

But as Nova approached, a faint, internal glow emanated from the screen. A delicate filigree of white text materialized against the black, framed by a soft, pulsating green border. It was a familiar display, yet utterly out of place in this forgotten corner of the silo.

ACCESSING /: MEMORY DELTA / ARCHIVE [YOU_404]

Nova hesitated, their heart now thudding a rapid, anxious rhythm that was entirely their own. The name. [YOU_404]. It resonated with an uncanny familiarity, a echo from a place they couldn’t quite grasp. They didn’t remember this terminal, had no recollection of ever seeing it before. But the words on the screen, the uncanny prompt, suggested otherwise.

It remembered them.

There was no interface, no complex menu system, no navigable directories. Just the stark, unblinking words, a direct address from an unseen entity, a voice from the void of forgotten data.

"WELCOME BACK, NOVA."

"THIS FILE WAS NEVER MEANT TO EXIST."

"PLAYBACK INITIATING..."

The screen flickered, a brief burst of static, a fleeting ripple across the surface of the black glass. Then, as if a curtain had been drawn back, it transformed into a window. Not a mere display, but a portal, a seamless transition into somewhere else entirely, a place far removed from the sterile confines of Silo-9.

The footage was analog, undeniably so. Its texture was thick with grain, the kind that spoke of chemical processes and physical reels rather than digital precision. The colors were muted, yet rich, washed in the warm, sepia tones of late autumn – the golden hues of dying sunlight, the deep reds of turning leaves. It felt ancient, imbued with a nostalgia that Nova had no right to feel.

A street, unidentifiable yet strangely familiar, was filled with a scattered carpet of fallen leaves, rustling softly in an unseen breeze. A girl stood at the curb, her slight form almost swallowed by the long, oversized jacket she wore, its sleeves extending far beyond her fingertips. She hummed softly to herself, a tuneless melody that seemed to weave itself into the very fabric of the scene. In her small hand, a tape recorder, an archaic device, its reels spinning silently. Her lips moved with the melody, a silent song, as if the sound had been deliberately muted, or perhaps, was simply not meant for Nova to hear.

Nova leaned closer to the screen, an involuntary movement, drawn in by the magnetic pull of the scene. A strange sense of unease, intertwined with an unshakeable sense of longing, settled over them. The camera, with a slow, almost imperceptible pan, shifted its focus.

The girl turned.

And then, Nova’s breath hitched. A gasp, raw and involuntary, escaped their lips.

Sel.

Undeniably Sel. Younger, yes, but unmistakable. Her face, unmarred by the scars Nova knew, her eyes bright with an unburdened innocence that ripped through Nova’s carefully constructed defenses. Alive. Vibrantly, impossibly alive.

She looked directly into the camera. Directly at Nova. Her gaze, clear and unwavering, pierced through the digital barrier, reaching out across the chasm of time and memory.

Then, her lips parted, and her voice, clear and distinct despite the analog grain, cut through the silence.

"Do you remember the day I taught you to lie?"

The playback ruptured. The image on the screen, a fragile tapestry woven from light and memory, tore apart. White. An overwhelming, blinding white light erupted from the terminal, forcing Nova to shield their eyes. They stumbled backward, their legs unsteady, breath ragged and shallow, their lungs struggling to draw in air that felt suddenly thin and metallic.

They didn’t know this footage. It wasn’t from any surveillance logs, not any memory banks they had ever accessed within Silo-9. It wasn’t a memory, not in the traditional sense, not a replay of their own experiences. Not exactly. But their hands were shaking, trembling uncontrollably as if gripped by an internal tremor. Their spine burned, a searing heat that originated from beneath the chip embedded in their neck, a dull ache that spread outward, radiating through every nerve ending.

And in the chaotic aftermath of the visual assault, they could still feel it. The soft, worn fabric of that too-long jacket, the subtle weight of it on their shoulders, the way the sleeves brushed against their fingertips. A phantom sensation, as real as if they were wearing it themselves.

The terminal rebooted, the blinding white light subsiding, replaced by the familiar green border and white text. This time, however, the screen did not immediately resume playback. Instead, it displayed a single, stark prompt, a binary choice.

"RUN PATCH Y/N?"

Nova hovered their finger over the YES glyph, their mind a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. Fear warred with an overwhelming, desperate curiosity. Every fiber of their being screamed for caution, yet an irresistible pull, a deep-seated need for answers, urged them forward. The vision of Sel’s young, vibrant face, her unblemished eyes, replayed in their mind, an insistent, haunting image.

Then, with a decisive, almost defiant gesture, they tapped the YES glyph.

A jolt, sharp and electric, surged through their body. Not external, but internal, originating from the chip embedded in their spine. It was a sensation of integration, of a foreign current flowing into their own neural pathways, a seamless, almost violent fusion.

And the memory began.

It wasn't a dream. The vividness, the tactile sensations, the visceral reality of it, transcended the ephemeral nature of slumber. It wasn't a simulation, either, not a mere digital reconstruction, for there was an organic quality to the air, a subtle scent of damp earth and distant rain that no simulation could perfectly replicate.

It was immersion. Complete, absolute, and terrifyingly real.

One moment, Nova stood in the broken, dust-laden admin room, the lingering scent of stale air in their nostrils, the chill of Silo-9’s regulated environment on their skin. The next—they stood on that street. The very same street from the footage, now tangible, palpable, utterly real.

Leaves, crisp and dry, drifted around their ankles, rustling with a soft, papery whisper as an unseen breeze swept through them. The smell of static-drenched rain, a peculiar scent that spoke of a world beyond the enclosed confines of the silo, filled their nose, a subtle dampness clinging to the air.

And Sel. Standing five feet away, turning, her face alight with a joyous, unburdened smile.

“You’re early.” Her voice, clear and resonant, echoed with an almost impossible lightness.

Nova opened their mouth, a desperate need to respond, to question, to simply breathe in her presence. But no sound emerged. Their vocal cords felt locked, their tongue heavy and unresponsive.

Sel, undeterred by Nova’s silence, walked forward, her laughter light and melodic, reaching out with an outstretched hand, her fingers poised to touch.

But her hand went through them. Passed through Nova’s form as if they were made of smoke.

Nova looked down. Their feet weren’t real, not solid and grounded in the way they should be. They were just outlines, shimmering lines of light, stitched together by thought, by the faint shimmer of their own consciousness. They weren’t remembering. Not in the conventional sense. They were ghosting through someone else’s memory.

Their own.

Or not. The terrifying uncertainty of that distinction echoed in their mind, a chilling whisper of doubt.

Sel sat on the curb, the rough texture of the concrete appearing impossibly real, and patted the spot beside her, a simple, inviting gesture. Nova, compelled by an invisible force, a silent command from the depths of this constructed memory, obeyed. They drifted down, their incorporeal form settling beside Sel, feeling the phantom coolness of the curb beneath them, the gentle pressure of unseen ground.

The wind, a subtle current of air that carried the scent of wet leaves and distant earth, whispered something too slow to process, a fragmented thought, a fleeting echo of a forgotten conversation.

Sel turned to them, her eyes, clear and unburdened, reflecting the muted light of the autumn day.

“I told you once that love was a pattern, not a feeling. Remember?”

Nova, still unable to speak, nodded, a simple, involuntary gesture. A fragmented memory, a ghostly echo of that very conversation, brushed against the edges of their consciousness.

She smirked, a playful, knowing curve of her lips. “I lied.”

The scene fractured. The idyllic image, so perfectly rendered moments before, shattered like brittle glass. The curb beneath them cracked, jagged lines spreading outwards like an intricate spiderweb. The leaves, frozen midair in their graceful descent, hung suspended, crystalline and unnatural. Sel’s mouth, once moving with such natural fluidity, now moved too fast, a blur of motion, then too slow, each syllable agonizingly drawn out, distorted and alien.

Her eyes began to glow, not with the gentle light of the setting sun, but with a harsh, digital luminescence. Not light itself, but with timestamp overlays, lines of green data scrolling rapidly, numbers and codes flickering across the surface of her irises, dissecting her very essence. The environment, once so solid and immersive, broke apart, disintegrating into pixelated fragments, like footage at the end of a spool, unraveling into chaos.

Nova clutched their head, a searing pain lancing through their skull, radiating from the chip, a violent surge of information overwhelming their senses. The coherent narrative of the memory twisted and buckled, replaced by a cacophony of disjointed images and distorted sounds.

They screamed—a raw, guttural cry of agony and terror that tore from their very core.

But no one heard. No one could hear.

Because they were screaming in a memory that wasn’t meant to hold pain. A memory designed for something else entirely, now corrupted, overwritten, twisted into a crucible of torment.

They woke on the floor, the cold, sterile tiles of the admin room pressing against their cheek. The oppressive darkness had lifted. The blackout had ended. The room lights blinked in reset patterns, a rhythmic pulse of white light and shadowed corners, as Silo-9’s systems slowly recalibrated. The neural band, the device they had ripped off in their initial panic, lay smoldering where they'd dropped it, a faint wisp of acrid smoke rising from its burnt-out circuitry. Its purpose now rendered obsolete, its connection irrevocably severed.

And the terminal?

Gone. Utterly vanished. No wires, no black glass, no trace of its existence. It was as if it had never been there at all. Only a single, indelible mark remained on the dusty floor – scorch marks, burned into the surface in the precise shape of a glyph:
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