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The building had no name. It stood at the end of a street that didn't appear on maps. Rafael had worked there for seven years. Spot 17. Every day. The same corridor. The same room. The same drawers. Thousands of them.

The archive of unlived lives.

Each drawer contained the biography of someone who could have existed, but was never born. A child who was never conceived. An encounter that never happened. A choice that was never made. Rafael was the only one who knew they existed.

Until he opened the file of Elisa Marchand. Pianist. Lyon. 1923. Two children. An entire life that never happened. She began to speak to him. First in dreams. Then on sheets of paper that appeared on his desk. Then in the room of his house.

"Thank you for reading my story," she wrote. "Now I exist for someone."
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CHAPTER 1 — THE FIRST NAME

[image: ]


The building had no name.

Not that it needed one.

Those who worked there knew exactly where it was. Those who didn't... never got close enough to ask.

It stood at the end of a street that didn't appear on maps. Between an abandoned warehouse and a vacant lot no one remembered who owned. The concrete was gray, stained with damp and time. The windows were few and narrow — more for ventilation than light.

Rafael parked the car in the same spot as always.

Spot 17.

For seven years, the same spot.

He turned off the engine and sat motionless for a few seconds, staring at the fogged windshield. Outside, the autumn morning seemed ordinary. Gray sky. Cold wind. No one on the street.

— One more day — he murmured.

It wasn't enthusiasm. It wasn't sadness. It was just... observation.

He got out of the car. The door slam echoed in the silence of the street. He walked to the main entrance — a metal door with no identification, no visible handle. He touched his badge to an invisible reader beside the frame.

CLICK.

The door opened.

The corridor was long. Cold lights on the ceiling. Polished concrete floor. No windows. No decoration. Just a corridor that seemed to stretch farther than it should.

Rafael passed other doors. All closed. All unmarked.

He knew each one.

He knew what was behind them.

Sorting rooms.

Cataloging rooms.

Dead archive rooms.

And, at the back, at the end of the corridor, his room.
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Room 47.

It wasn't large. Maybe four meters by four. A metal desk in the center. Two simple chairs. An old computer, the kind that took three minutes to boot up. And, occupying three of the four walls...

The archive.

Not ordinary folders.

They were drawers.

Thousands of them.

Small.

Gray.

Identified only by numbers and letters that made sense only to those who worked there.

Rafael sat in the chair.

The computer emitted that low sound of old hardware waking up.

He rested his elbows on the desk.

Closed his eyes for a second.

It wasn't physical fatigue.

It was a different kind of tiredness.

A tiredness of existing.
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The first morning coffee was quick. Bread with butter. Black coffee. Disposable cup. He ate looking at the wall of drawers in front of him.

There was something about that wall that always bothered him.

It wasn't the number of drawers.

It was the feeling that... they looked back.

He shook his head.

— Nonsense.

He finished the coffee.

Threw the cup in the trash.

Sat down again in front of the computer.

The screen had finally woken up.

He typed the password.

And began to work.
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Archive System — Level 7

User: Rafael M. — Senior Archivist

Access authorized.

Pending folders: 1,247

New folders today: 18
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He sighed.

— Eighteen.

Every day it was the same.

New folders.

New lives.

New possibilities that never happened.
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Rafael worked for two straight hours.

The process was always the same:

1. Open the virtual folder.

2. Check the data automatically generated by the system.

3. Validate the complete "biography."

4. Assign a physical location code.

5. Archive in the corresponding drawer.

He had done it thousands of times.

He could do it with his eyes closed.

But that day...

something different happened.
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He opened folder NX-2047-03.

A folder like any other.

Serial number: 2047-03-1892

"Generation" date: March 12, 1923

Type: Conception interrupted by parental choice
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Rafael read the automatically generated biography.

He wasn't required to read. The system already validated everything. But sometimes he read. Out of curiosity. Out of boredom. Or because of that strange feeling that... those lives deserved to be known by someone.

The biography read:
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Name: Elisa Marchand (automatic designation)

Probable date of birth: October 1923, Lyon, France.

Probable profession: Pianist.

Summarized life: At age 7, she would show unusual talent for music. At 14, she would enter the conservatory. At 22, she would give her first solo concert. She would meet a violinist named Antoine in 1946. They would marry in 1948. She would have two children: Claude and Marguerite. She would live in Lyon until 1987, when she would develop a lung disease. She would die on May 3, 1987, surrounded by family.

Last system line: This life did not occur because the parents decided to wait three more years to have children. They never became pregnant again.
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Rafael stopped reading.

He stared at the screen.

Elisa Marchand.

Pianist.

Lyon.

Antoine.

Claude.

Marguerite.

All of that... existed somewhere.

In some layer of reality.

In some possibility.

But here...

it was just a folder.

A drawer.

A number.

He closed the folder.

Kept working.
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Another four hours passed.

Rafael archived the eighteen new folders.

One by one.

Drawer by drawer.

The sound of sliding metal was constant.

SHHHHICK.

SHHHHICK.

SHHHHICK.

He barely noticed anymore.

The body did it automatically.

The mind... wandered.
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At the end of the workday, he did something he hadn't done in months.

Before leaving, he stopped in the middle of the room.

He looked at the walls of drawers.

All closed.

All silent.

Thousands of lives.

Thousands of stories.

Thousands of people who could have existed.

And he was the only one who knew it.

— Who else knows you're here? — he murmured.

Silence.

Of course.

No one answered.
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He turned off the light.

Locked the door.

Walked down the corridor.

Passed the other rooms.

Passed the metal door.

Reached the parking lot.

Spot 17.

Got in the car.

Sat motionless for a few seconds.

Mind still in the archive.

In folder NX-2047-03.

In Elisa Marchand.

In Antoine.

In Claude and Marguerite.

— She should have existed — he said out loud.

The car didn't answer.

He started the engine.

Went home.
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The evening was normal.

Quick dinner.

Television on with no sound.

A few hours on the phone.

Shower.

Bed.

But that night...

Rafael didn't sleep well.
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He dreamed of a room.

It wasn't his room.

It was another.

Larger.

Darker.

The walls... weren't walls.

They were drawers.

Infinite drawers.

Stretching upward, sideways, downward.

As if the whole world were made of them.

And in the middle of the room...

a woman.

Seated.

Her back to him.

Dark hair.

Simple dress.

Hands resting in her lap.

She didn't move.

Rafael tried to speak.

No sound.

Tried to walk toward her.

His legs wouldn't obey.

Then...

she spoke.

Without turning.

Without moving.

Just... the voice.

Cold.

Distant.

But clear.

"You read my story."

Rafael woke up.

His heart pounded.

THUMP.

THUMP.

THUMP.

He sat up in bed.

The room was dark.

Silence.

Only his heavy breathing.

— It was just a dream — he whispered.

He lay down again.

Closed his eyes.

It took almost an hour to fall back asleep.
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The next morning, he went back to work.

Spot 17.

Metal door.

Long corridor.

Room 47.

Computer.

Coffee.

Everything the same.

But something was different.

He sat in the chair.

Looked at the screen.

And realized.

Folder NX-2047-03 was open.

He hadn't opened it.

He hadn't left any folder open.

He always closed everything before leaving.

Always.

Rafael frowned.

— System...?

He clicked to close the folder.

But before he could...

the mouse cursor moved on its own.

Just a few centimeters.

But enough.

Enough for him to see.

The cursor hovered over a field he had never noticed before.

A field in the lower corner of the screen.

It read only:

"Unauthorized accesses: 1"

Rafael froze.

The room suddenly seemed colder.

He looked around.

The drawers.

All closed.

All silent.

But now...

the feeling was different.

As if...

someone were listening.
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He closed the folder quickly.

Left the room.

Went to the bathroom at the end of the hall.

Washed his face.

Looked in the mirror.

Eyes tired.

Skin pale.

Nothing abnormal.

— Calm down — he told himself.

— It was just a system glitch.

He took a deep breath.

Returned to the room.

Sat down again.

Opened the next folder.

Tried to work.

But his mind wouldn't stop.
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At the end of the day, before leaving, he did something different.

He stood in the middle of the room.

Looking at the drawers.

And spoke out loud.

— If anyone is there...

— If any of you...

He hesitated.

It felt like madness.

But he continued.

— ...give me a sign.

Silence.

Nothing.

He waited a few more seconds.

Nothing.

— Of course — he murmured.

— I'm an idiot.

Turned off the light.

Left.
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That night, before sleeping, he stared at the bedroom ceiling.

And thought of Elisa Marchand.

Of the life she would have had.

Of the concert.

Of the wedding.

Of the children.

Of the death.

— Where are you now? — he asked quietly.

Silence answered.

But in the back of his mind...

very deep...

a voice answered.

So low he barely noticed.

So distant it could be imagination.

But it was there.

"Here."

He sat up immediately.

Heart racing.

— Who said that?

Silence.

Only the sound of his own breathing.

He waited.

Minutes.

Nothing.

— It was imagination — he said.

But he didn't believe it.
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The next morning, he arrived earlier.

Spot 17.

Metal door.

Long corridor.

Room 47.

The door was ajar.

He was absolutely sure he had locked it.
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