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The RJP Readers series provides graded reading material for students of English at 12 levels of difficulty.

🟥  A1.1  Beginner or Noob

🔴 A1.2  False Beginner or Learner

🟧 A2.1  Lower Elementary or Shopper

🟠 A2.2  Upper Elementary or Gamer

🟨 B1.1  Lower Intermediate 1 or Tourist

🟡 B1.2  Lower Intermediate 2 or Capable

🟩 B2.1  Upper Intermediate 1 or Competent

🟢 B2.2  Upper Intermediate 2 or Fluent

🟦 C1.1  Lower Advanced or Ace

🔵 C1.2  Upper Advanced or Master

🟪 C2.1  Lower Proficiency or Expert

🟣 C2.2  Upper Proficiency or Pro
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The Memory Index
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Level: 🟦 C1.2 (Expert)

Inspired by: Foe by Iain Reid and Annihilation by Jeff VanderMeer 

Concept Summary:

Theo and Marian live in an isolated government outpost, where their job is to monitor environmental data. One day, an inspector arrives with unsettling news: Theo has been selected to be temporarily relocated off-planet—but a memory-cloned “stand-in” will remain with Marian in his place.

Theo tries to resist, but the more he fights, the more blurred the lines become between who he was, who he is, and who he might already be.
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Episode 1: The Man from the Agency
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I first saw him through the kitchen window.

He stood at the edge of the clearing like he wasn’t sure if he belonged there. He didn’t wave. Just stood—arms straight by his sides, posture too deliberate to be casual. His coat was the color of ash, and he had no bag, no visible transport.

I knew he was from the Agency before he even knocked.

No one else ever came.

Not out here.

Not to us.

Marian was the first to open the door.

She didn’t smile. She never smiles when she’s trying to understand someone. Her face goes still. Evaluative. She lets people fill the silence first.

The man didn’t seem bothered by that.

He held out a sleek card, black with a silver strip.

ID: WIT-AGC/427
Clearance: Tier 3
NAME: COLIN RICH
“Authorization?” Marian asked.

He didn’t answer. Just turned over the card. The signature panel displayed a retinal ID, pulsing faintly.

Marian scanned it with the old reader. The light turned green.

He stepped inside.

We don’t get visitors.

The outpost sits in the northern quadrant, a seven-hour drive from the nearest shuttle station, and the roads past Sector 11 haven’t been maintained in years. Our job is to monitor atmospheric drift, radiation fluctuations, soil reactivity. All routine. All automated. Our presence here, truthfully, is mostly symbolic.

They like keeping people in the loop.

“Human intuition,” the directive calls it.

Marian and I have been stationed here for twenty-two months. We were supposed to rotate out last spring. Then the Agency extended our assignment “pending environmental stabilization.” That was the phrase they used.

It meant: Stay quiet. Keep monitoring. We’re not done with you yet.

Rich didn’t sit. He scanned the perimeter with practiced calm, his eyes flicking to the data logs, the exterior cameras, the backup systems.

“You’re stable,” he said.

“Is that a question?” I asked.

He turned to me.

“No. It’s a confirmation.”

He removed a folded document from inside his coat. Placed it flat on the kitchen table.

Marian and I stood side by side, reading the header.

PARTICIPANT REASSIGNMENT NOTICE
TEMPORARY OFF-WORLD DISPLACEMENT
I blinked. “Reassignment?”

He nodded once. “You’ve been selected.”

“For what?”

“Voluntary memory transfer. Observation study. Six-month protocol. We’ve advanced beyond the trials. Your profile matches the neural elasticity we need.”

I looked at Marian.

She hadn’t moved.

“Wait,” I said. “You want to send me off-world?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Not disclosed.”

“And what happens to her?” I asked, gesturing toward Marian.

“She remains here.”

“With who?”

Rich didn’t answer.

Instead, he pulled out a second folder.

MATERIAL CONTINUITY AGREEMENT
PROJECT: STAND-IN
I stared at the cover.

Beneath the title: my name. My birth date. My agency file ID.

Rich said, “We’ll generate an exact copy. Mnemonic, physical, behavioral. She won’t notice the difference.”

“Don’t say ‘she’ like I’m not here,” Marian said flatly.

Rich turned to her.

“You’ve already been briefed. You signed consent pre-assignment.”

“I didn’t understand what I was signing.”

“You didn’t ask what you were signing.”

That shut us both up.

We read the documents in silence.

The process was detailed, clinical. They would scan me over the next forty-eight hours. High-resolution cognitive mapping, emotional signature calibration, linguistic profile matching. Then I would be taken to the “relay station.” They didn’t call it a lab. They never do. The Agency is careful with its words.

Once I was gone, my “Stand-In” would arrive. Not a robot. Not an android. Something closer to a biological echo. With my memories, my gestures, my voice. Even the same scar on my knee from when I was eleven.

A version of me that didn’t know he wasn’t me.

He would think he’d stayed behind.

I would be the one who remembered the truth.

After Rich left to make his initial reports, Marian and I stood on the porch.

The trees rustled like they were thinking too loudly.

She lit a cigarette she’d been saving for emergencies.

“Do you believe him?” I asked.

“No.”

“But?”

“But I believe the Agency will do it anyway.”

I looked at her face.

She wasn’t angry.

She was scared.

Not for herself.

For me. Or whatever was about to wear my skin.

That night, I couldn’t sleep.

I kept thinking about the moment when he—the Stand-In—would step through the door.

Would he smile the way I did?

Would his body ache when the weather changed?

Would he know how to hold her when she couldn’t breathe?

More importantly: would she know?

Would something feel just slightly off?

Like a book where the ending’s been rewritten but the spine still creaks from the first version?

At 2:13 a.m., I opened the bathroom mirror cabinet.

Removed the small recorder I’d hidden there three months into the assignment. I’d always meant to log private thoughts. Never did.

Now I spoke into it:

“My name is Theo Mercer.
I live in Station 9.
I have not consented to replacement.
I dream about Marian.
About how she laughs like she’s daring the silence to respond.
If you’re hearing this, and you’re me—

You are not me.”

I hid the recorder behind the radiator.

Let the new Theo find it.

If he was ever curious.

If they let him be.
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Episode 2: The Baseline Scan
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They collected me at dawn.

A black transport, seamless and unmarked, parked itself beneath the treeline without sound. The interior smelled of cold metal and eucalyptus. Rich sat across from me, reading something on a translucent tablet.

Marian didn’t come to the clearing.

She watched from the porch.

I could feel her gaze on the back of my neck.

Or maybe I imagined that.

Either way, I didn’t look back.

The relay facility was buried into a hillside. No signage. Just a rectangular entry cut into stone, framed by moss-covered panels. Inside, the air was dry and crisp, almost sterile. Every surface was matte—glass that didn’t reflect, lights that didn’t glow.

We walked in silence.

Until Rich stopped outside a door labeled:

MNEMONIC BASELINE ACQUISITION – WARD 7

He gestured inside.

I stepped through.

The scan room was smaller than I expected.

Not a lab. A lounge. Soft light. Low chairs. A table with a single pitcher of water and two glasses. And at the far end, a reclined seat with a biometric headrest—clearly the scanner.

A woman sat beside it, flipping through a thin dossier. Her eyes didn’t lift when I entered.

“You’re early,” she said.

“Blame Rich.”

“He does enjoy the illusion of punctuality.”

She finally looked up.

Sharp jawline. Pale eyes. A streak of silver in her hair that didn’t look accidental.

“Dr. Selin,” she said, offering her hand. “I’ll be leading your indexing.”

“What do you need from me?”

She smiled faintly.

“Everything you think you are.”

She fitted the neuro-band around my temples.

Cold at first. Then it warmed, tightening slightly.

“Close your eyes,” she said. “And try not to filter.”

“What does that mean?”

“Don’t narrate. Don’t evaluate. Just remember.”

A click.

The room vanished.

I fell into a version of myself I hadn’t visited in years.

Running barefoot across wet concrete behind a school building.

Rain in my mouth.

A boy ahead of me—laughing.

Jamie? James? Something with a J.

We were twelve. Maybe thirteen.

I remembered the rhythm of our feet, the way the rain made our shirts cling, how we both knew we’d get detention and didn’t care.

And then—suddenly—I was back.

Sitting in the chair.

Gasping.

Dr. Selin didn’t look up from her screen.

“You filtered,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“You flinched at the edge of joy. It’s common.”

The second scan was stranger.

This time, the memory wasn’t mine.

I stood in a room with white walls, hand trembling as I signed a consent form.

Not a childhood memory.

Not familiar.

But my hand looked like mine.

And I recognized the watch on my wrist—one I’d never owned.

The woman across the table said, “This will only happen once.”

But I heard a different voice behind her whisper: “Again.”

I woke with a jolt.

Selin was typing.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Echo contamination,” she said calmly. “Sometimes new inputs drift in. Cross-talk between the cognitive mirror and the recall module.”

“That memory wasn’t mine.”

She paused.

Then said, “That doesn’t mean it wasn’t you.”

I drank from the water pitcher.

My hands were shaking.

“What exactly are you scanning for?”

“Continuity,” she said. “We’re trying to determine if your selfhood is stable enough to survive abstraction.”

“In English?”

She leaned forward.

“Most people don’t think of their identity as a composite. They imagine a singular thread. One mind. One self. But that’s a myth. You’re more like a bundle of overlapping fragments. If we remove you from your life, you’ll eventually drift apart—unless your center holds.”

“What’s my center?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out.”

The third scan was worse.

I stood in a small room, blinking under harsh light.

Across from me was a man strapped into a medical chair. He was convulsing. Crying.

He looked exactly like me.

He shouted a name.

“Marian!”

And I—the one standing—didn’t move.

I just watched.

Silent.

Unblinking.

When I returned to the room, I nearly vomited.

Dr. Selin handed me a towel.

Said nothing.

Didn’t need to.

After an hour of silence, she broke it.

“You’ve been through this before,” she said.

“What?”

“You’ve been indexed.”

“No,” I said. “This is my first scan.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“You really believe that?”

I stared at the floor.

Her
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