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The first thing I noticed was the mug.




It sat on my desk, still warm, a thin ring of steam dissolving into the air above it. White ceramic. Hairline crack near the handle. My mug. The one I always used on days I worked from home.




I don’t remember making the coffee.




That, by itself, meant nothing. People forget small things all the time—automatic actions, routines performed on muscle memory. I knew this better than most. Forgetting was not the same as losing time. It was simply the brain being efficient.




Still, I stood there longer than necessary, staring at the mug as if it might explain itself.




The apartment was quiet. Too quiet, maybe, but it was early. Gray morning light pressed against the windows, flattening the city into silhouettes. No traffic yet. No sirens. No voices drifting up from the street.




I checked my watch.




8:17 a.m.




Late.




I felt a faint prickle of irritation. I never worked past eight without noticing. My schedule was rigid by design—same wake-up time, same breakfast, same start to the day. Consistency wasn’t obsession; it was hygiene. Mental hygiene.




I picked up the mug and took a cautious sip. Black. No sugar. Exactly how I drank it.




Still no memory.




I set the mug down and opened my laptop. It was already awake, screen glowing softly. A document sat open—untitled, white page half-filled with text.




My stomach tightened.




I leaned closer.




The writing was mine. I recognized the cadence immediately: concise sentences, careful word choice, a preference for structure over flourish. But I didn’t remember writing any of it.




At the top of the page was a single line:




If you’re reading this and don’t remember writing it, don’t panic.




I felt a pulse behind my eyes. Annoyance, now tinged with something sharper.




This was a joke, I told myself. Something I’d written late, tired, maybe trying to amuse myself. I scrolled.




You’re not in danger.

You’re not sick.

And you’re not imagining things.




My fingers hovered over the trackpad. The room seemed to tilt slightly, not physically, but in the way perspective shifts when you realize you’ve missed something important.




I scanned the rest quickly.




This has happened before.

You asked me to help you notice it.

That’s all I’m doing.




“Help me?” I said aloud.




My voice sounded wrong in the quiet apartment, like it didn’t belong to me.




I scrolled to the bottom of the page.




Check your phone.

Specifically, your sent messages from last night.




I reached for my phone on instinct—then stopped.




A familiar resistance rose up, smooth and practiced. This was classic anxiety behavior: reading significance into randomness, creating a narrative where none existed. I taught people how to interrupt this cycle. I had written papers on it.




Still, my hand felt heavy as I picked up the phone.




No missed calls. No notifications.




I opened my messages.




Last night. 11:43 p.m.




A single sent message stared back at me.




Alex:

If I tell you I don’t remember this tomorrow, you can’t let me dismiss it.




I felt cold.




The contact name was familiar, saved without a last name. Someone close enough not to need one.




I tapped the conversation.




There were more messages below it. My throat tightened as I read them.




Alex:

I’m serious. This is happening again.

Alex:

I need you to promise me.

Alex:

Promise you won’t lie to me.




The reply came one minute later.




Them:

I promise. I won’t let you forget.




I stared at the screen until the words blurred.




This wasn’t panic-writing. This wasn’t late-night melodrama. The timestamps were steady. The language was deliberate. Mine.




I scrolled up, looking for context—anything that explained what again meant.




There was nothing.




The conversation history ended there.




No earlier messages. No explanation. As if the thread itself had been born at 11:43 p.m., fully formed and already dangerous.




A soft sound broke the silence.




The apartment door unlocking.




I turned just as the handle moved.




They stepped inside with the ease of someone who belonged there, keys tossed into the bowl by the door without looking. They smiled when they saw me, warm and familiar, the kind of smile that normally made my shoulders loosen.




“Morning,” they said. “You’re up.”




I searched their face for something—hesitation, calculation, a crack in the expression.




Nothing.




“Yeah,” I said carefully. “I am.”




Their eyes flicked briefly to the desk. The mug. The open laptop.




“You look like you didn’t sleep,” they said, concern threading their voice.




I swallowed.




“Did we talk last night?” I asked.




They paused.




Just for a fraction of a second. So small I might have imagined it—except I had trained myself to notice pauses exactly like that.




“Yes,” they said gently. “We did.”




“About what?”




They stepped closer, close enough that I could smell their shampoo, feel the familiar gravity of them in my space.




“About you worrying again,” they said. “About your memory.”




My chest tightened.




“And?” I asked.




They reached out, touching my arm. The gesture was grounding, practiced.




“And I told you the same thing I always do,” they said. “You’re fine, Alex. You just get inside your head.”




Their thumb pressed lightly against my skin, reassuring.




I thought of the message.




Promise you won’t lie to me.




I looked at them and wondered—not for the first time, apparently—whether comfort and truth were always the same thing.




“Okay,” I said.




They smiled, relief immediate.




“Good,” they said. “Let’s not start the day like this.”




As they turned toward the kitchen, I glanced back at the laptop screen.




The document had changed.




A new line blinked into place at the bottom of the page, appearing letter by letter.




Watch what they do next.




I didn’t say anything.




I picked up the mug and drank the coffee I didn’t remember making, while the person who promised not to lie to me moved around my kitchen like they had nothing to hide.
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I didn’t bring it up again.




That alone should have worried me more than it did.




We ate breakfast standing at the counter—toast for them, yogurt for me. Normal choices. Predictable. I watched their hands as they moved through the space, confident, familiar. They knew where everything was because they’d been here hundreds of times. Or because they’d been here more recently than I remembered.




“Big day?” they asked.




“Normal,” I said.




It was the safest answer. Normal didn’t invite follow-ups.




They nodded, satisfied, and checked their phone. I noticed they didn’t put it down on the counter. It stayed in their hand, screen angled away from me. A small thing. Probably nothing.




I let it pass.




After they left, the apartment felt different—not emptier, exactly, but less supervised. That was the word that came to mind, unbidden and unpleasant.




Supervised.




I returned to my desk and sat down slowly, as if the chair might object. The document on my laptop was still open. The cursor blinked at the end of the last sentence, patient.




Watch what they do next.




I scrolled up, rereading everything from the top. The tone was calm. Measured. No hysteria. Whoever had written it—whoever I had been—had wanted me to trust it.




I checked the file history.




Created: 6:02 a.m.

Last edited: 8:19 a.m.




My breath caught.




8:19.




Two minutes after I’d looked at my watch. Two minutes after I’d noticed the mug. Two minutes after I’d become aware of the problem.




I hadn’t touched the keyboard.




I closed the laptop.




The click sounded too loud.




Okay, I told myself. Step back. Observe. Don’t catastrophize. There were explanations—technical ones, neurological ones, boring ones. Stress. Microsleeps. A syncing error. A prank I didn’t remember setting up.




I stood and walked to the bathroom, splashed cold water on my face. The mirror showed me exactly as expected: slightly tired eyes, a faint line between my brows I’d been trying unsuccessfully to train away.




No bloodshot panic. No dissociation. No stranger staring back.




I opened the medicine cabinet.




Everything was where it should be. Toothpaste. Painkillers. Antihistamines. At the back, behind a box of bandages, I found something new.




A small orange bottle.




My name was on the label.




I took it down carefully, as if it might go off in my hand.




Medication: — the name meant nothing to me.

Prescribed by: a doctor I didn’t recognize.

Instructions: Take once daily, evening.




The bottle was half empty.




I sat on the edge of the tub, bottle in my palm, pulse ticking in my throat.




I didn’t take medication I didn’t understand. Ever. I was meticulous about that—about everything that entered my body, my schedule, my mind. This wasn’t a rule I would bend.




Unless I had.




I checked the date.




Prescribed six months ago.




Six months.




I searched my email. Prescription confirmations. Appointment reminders. Insurance claims. Nothing. As if the medication existed in a parallel version of my life that left no paper trail.




I set the bottle back exactly where I’d found it and returned to the desk.




This time, when I opened the laptop, I didn’t look at the document.




I opened a new one.




No title.




I began to type.




If I am not remembering things, I need a baseline.




I paused, listening. The apartment was still quiet. No footsteps in the hall. No voices through the walls.




I continued.




Assumptions are not evidence. Write only what you can verify.




I listed what I knew for certain.


	I woke up late.

	There was coffee I didn’t remember making.

	I wrote messages I didn’t remember sending.

	Someone close to me promised not to lie.

	I am taking medication I don’t remember agreeing to.







I stopped.




The last one didn’t belong yet. I hadn’t verified it. The bottle could have been old. A one-time thing. A mistake.




I deleted the line.




My phone buzzed.




A message.




From them.




Did you remember to take your meds last night?




I stared at the screen.




The words were casual. Caring. Perfectly reasonable.




My fingers hovered over the reply field.




Above me, the ceiling creaked softly as the building settled. Somewhere outside, a car horn sounded and faded. Life continuing, indifferent.




I typed back.




Yes.




The lie came easily.




Too easily.




A moment later, the laptop chimed.




I hadn’t touched it.




I looked up.




The first document—the one I didn’t remember writing—had reopened on its own.




A new sentence waited for me, already there.




Good. Now we know they’re checking.
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I left the apartment an hour earlier than usual.


Not because I was late, or because I had somewhere urgent to be—but because I wanted to see what happened when I disrupted the pattern.


The hallway smelled faintly of disinfectant and old carpet. I locked the door, then checked it twice, feeling foolish even as I did it. The impulse wasn’t fear; it was curiosity sharpened to an edge.


The elevator ride down felt longer than normal. I watched my reflection in the mirrored wall, half-expecting it to move before I did.


It didn’t.


Outside, the morning had fully arrived. Traffic hissed along wet pavement, commuters flowed past me in practiced currents. Everyone looked like they belonged exactly where they were.


I wondered how many of them trusted their own memories without question.


At the café on the corner, I ordered the same thing I always did. The barista didn’t even ask—just nodded and rang it up.


“Rough night?” she said, glancing at me.


I froze.


“Do I look that bad?” I asked.


She smiled. “You were in here pretty late yesterday. You said you were exhausted.”


My pulse picked up. “I was?”


“Yeah,” she said, already turning toward the espresso machine. “Around ten. You ordered tea instead of coffee. Said you were trying something new.”


Tea.


I never ordered tea.


“Was I alone?” I asked.


She hesitated. “No. You were with—”


Her eyes flicked past me, toward the door.


“With who?” I pressed.


She

















































































































