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CHAPTER 1 — “The First Memory”
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The first thing you notice is the sound.

A soft, metallic click behind your left ear — like someone tapping a spoon against a glass.

It’s faint.

Barely there.

But it freezes you mid-step.

You’re in the transit station.

Evening rush.

Bodies moving around you in practiced indifference.

The click comes again.

And then the memory hits.

Not a picture.

Not a flash.

A feeling.

Warm fingers closing around your wrist.

A voice saying your name — not the name you use now, the other one.

The one you haven’t heard in years.

The one you don’t remember choosing.

You stop walking.

Someone bumps your shoulder.

Someone curses.

Someone keeps moving.

But you’re rooted.

Because the feeling is too real.

Too specific.

Too intimate.

You turn your head.

And that’s when you see him.

Standing across the station.

Still.

Watching you like he’s waiting for you to wake up.

You don’t know him.

But your pulse spikes like you do.

He doesn’t move.

Doesn’t wave.

Doesn’t call out.

He just looks at you with an expression you can’t read — something between relief and dread.

And then, under the noise of the station, you hear it:

“You weren’t supposed to remember me.”

You blink.

He’s gone.

And the click behind your ear starts again.
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CHAPTER 2 — “Residual Echoes”
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You don’t sleep.

You lie in bed staring at the ceiling, replaying the moment in the station over and over.

The click behind your ear.

The warmth on your wrist.

The voice saying your name — the wrong name.

The Stranger’s eyes locking onto yours like he’d been waiting years for you to turn around.

You try to tell yourself it was nothing.

A stress response.

A hallucination.

A misfiring synapse.

But the feeling won’t go away.

It sits in your chest like a bruise you can’t stop pressing.

By morning, you’re exhausted.

Your reflection looks like someone who hasn’t slept in days.

Eyes too wide.

Skin too pale.

A faint tremor in your hands.

You splash water on your face.

It doesn’t help.

The click behind your ear returns — softer this time, like a whisper of metal.

You freeze.

Another memory hits.

A room.

Dim light.

A metal table.

Your hands strapped down.

A voice — his voice — saying, “Look at me. Stay with me.”

You gasp and grip the sink.

The memory dissolves as fast as it came, leaving only the echo of fear and something else — something warmer, something you don’t have a name for.

You don’t know him.

But your body does.

You leave your apartment because staying inside feels like drowning.

The air outside is cold, sharp, grounding.

You walk without thinking, letting your feet choose the direction.

They take you back to the transit station.

You tell yourself it’s coincidence.

It’s not.

You scan the crowd.

He’s not there.

But someone else is.

A woman in a gray coat.

Standing too still.

Watching you with clinical interest.

When your eyes meet, she taps her wrist — a subtle gesture — and speaks into her collar.

Your stomach drops.

Adjustment Authority.

You turn away, heart pounding.

You don’t run.

Running draws attention.

You walk.

Steady.

Controlled.

Like someone who has nothing to hide.

But the click behind your ear grows louder.

And then you hear it — not a memory this time, but a voice in the present.

Low. Urgent. Close.

“Don’t go home.”

You spin around.

He’s there.

The Stranger.

Closer than he was last night.

Close enough to touch.

Close enough to see the tension in his jaw, the fear in his eyes.

He steps back into the crowd before you can speak.

But he leaves you with one more sentence, barely audible over the noise:

“They’ll erase you again.”

And then he’s gone.
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CHAPTER 3 — “The Man Who Shouldn’t Exist”
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You don’t go home.

You don’t even think about it.

The Stranger’s warning hits harder than fear — it hits like instinct.

You move with the crowd until you’re blocks away from the station, then duck into a narrow side street between two shuttered storefronts. The air smells like cold metal and old rain.

Your pulse is still too fast.

You replay his words in your head:

“They’ll erase you again.”

Again.

The word sticks like a splinter.

You lean against the wall, trying to breathe, trying to think, trying to make sense of the impossible.

You don’t know him.

You shouldn’t know him.

But your body reacts to him like it remembers everything.

Your mind is the only part that doesn’t.

A shadow moves at the end of the alley.

You tense.

But it’s not him.

It’s the woman in the gray coat — the Adjustment Authority agent from the station.

She’s scanning the street, methodical, patient, predatory.

You flatten yourself against the wall.

She pauses.

Tilts her head.

Listens.

You hold your breath.

Then she taps her wrist again — a silent signal — and moves on.

You exhale slowly.

Your hands are shaking.

You need answers.

You need distance.

You need to understand what’s happening before the Authority finds you.

You step out of the alley and merge with the foot traffic, keeping your head down.

The click behind your ear returns.

Louder.

Sharper.

Like something inside you is waking up.

And then—

A memory slams into you so hard your knees buckle.

A room.

White walls.

A metal chair bolted to the floor.

Your wrists strapped down.

Your voice hoarse from screaming.

A man standing in front of you — The Stranger — eyes wild with fear.

“Don’t let them take this from you,” he says.

“Don’t let them take us.”

Your vision snaps back to the street.

You’re on your knees.

People are staring.

Someone asks if you’re okay.

You force yourself up, mumble something, keep walking.

Your heart is a hammer in your chest.

Us.

The word feels like a bruise you’ve had for years.

You don’t know him.

You don’t know what you did.

You don’t know why the government erased your memory.

But you know one thing now:

You weren’t erased because you were a victim.

You were erased because you were dangerous.

And The Stranger is the only person alive who knows why.
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CHAPTER 4 — “The First Contact”
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You find him again that night.

Not because you know where to look — you don’t.

Not because he wants to be found — he doesn’t.

You find him because he lets you.

You’re walking through the industrial district, trying to stay invisible, when you feel it:

That same electric awareness.

That same pull.

Like gravity bending around a single point.

You turn.

He’s standing under a flickering streetlight, hands in his pockets, shoulders tense.

He looks at you like he’s bracing for impact.

You take a step toward him.

He takes a step back.

“Don’t,” he says.

His voice is low, rough, familiar in a way that makes your chest ache.

“You told me not to go home,” you say.

Your voice sounds steadier than you feel.

“Why?”

He studies you for a long moment.

Then:

“Because they flagged you.”

“Flagged me for what?”

“For recall.”

The word hits like a punch.

You swallow.

“Why would I be recalling anything?”

He laughs — a short, broken sound.

“You really don’t know.”

You shake your head.

He closes his eyes for a moment, like he’s in pain.

When he opens them, they’re sharp.

Focused.

Haunted.

“They erased you,” he says.

“Completely. They wiped everything that mattered. Everything that made you who you were.”

Your breath catches.

“Why?”

He steps closer.

Close enough that you can see the faint scar along his jaw.

Close enough that you can feel the heat of him.

“Because of what you did,” he says quietly.

“And because of what we were.”

Your pulse stutters.

“What were we?”

He looks at you like the answer is a wound.

“You were the one who asked them to erase it,” he says.

“And I was the one who begged you not to.”
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CHAPTER 5 — “The Choice You Don’t Remember Making”
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The words hit you like a physical blow.

“You were the one who asked them to erase it.”

Your breath catches in your throat.

You stare at him, waiting for the punchline, the correction, the explanation that makes this make sense.

It doesn’t come.

He just watches you with that same haunted tension, like he’s bracing for you to break.

“I asked them?” you whisper.

He nods once.

“Why would I do that?”

His jaw tightens.

He looks away, like the truth is something sharp he doesn’t want to hand you.

“You don’t want that answer,” he says.

“That’s not your decision.”

He laughs — not with humor, but with disbelief.

“You think you want the truth. You don’t. You never did. That’s why you begged them to take it.”

Your pulse spikes.

“Tell me.”

He steps closer.

Too close.

Close enough that you can feel the heat of him, the tension radiating off his body.

“You did something catastrophic,” he says quietly.

“Something that would have destroyed you if you remembered it.”

Your stomach drops.

“What did I do?”

He shakes his head.

“I’m not the one who gets to say it. You are. When you remember.”

You grab his arm.

He flinches — not from pain, but from recognition.

Like your touch is a memory he wasn’t ready for.

“Why are you here?” you ask.

“Why warn me? Why help me?”

He looks at your hand on his arm.

Then at your face.

And something in his expression fractures.

“Because I owe you,” he says.

“And because I promised you I wouldn’t let them take you again.”

Your grip tightens.

“Take me how?”

He pulls his arm free gently, like he’s afraid of hurting you.

“They’re tracking you,” he says.

“The recall spikes show up on their system. They’ll send a team. They’ll bring you in. And once you’re inside—”

He stops.

You swallow hard.

“Once I’m inside... what?”

He meets your eyes.

“They’ll wipe you clean. Not just the memories. You.”

A chill runs through you.

“You mean—”

“Yes,” he says.

“They’ll erase the person you are now. And rebuild you from scratch.”

Your knees weaken.

He steps forward instinctively, like he’s done this before — catching you when you fall.

You step back before he can touch you.

He freezes.

The distance between you feels like a wound.

“Why do you care what happens to me?” you ask.

He hesitates.

Then:

“Because you cared what happened to me.”

Your chest tightens.

You don’t know him.

You shouldn’t know him.

But something in your bones reacts to his voice, his presence, his pain.

“Tell me your name,” you say.

He closes his eyes.

When he opens them, they’re full of something raw.

“You knew my name,” he says softly.

“You said it like it meant something.”

“Tell me.”

He shakes his head.

“If I say it before you
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