
Prologue

The screen blinked, then dimmed. Mara Vale leaned back in her chair, the faint hum of the Eidolon testing chamber buzzing through her bones. The room was sterile, white, impossibly clean—like the inside of someone else’s mind. Her fingers hovered over the control pad, hesitant. She had tested hundreds of emotions before: joy, fear, rage, even love. But this... this file was unlisted.

G-17.

The label was cryptic. Grief — Source Unknown.

Mara exhaled and pressed “Activate.”

The world went quiet.

Then it hit. A weight pressed on her chest like a hand she couldn’t see. Tears she had never cried pooled in her eyes. She remembered a hospital bed she had never seen, a hand she had never held, a voice whispering her name in a language she didn’t know but somehow understood.

The grief wrapped around her, thick and suffocating. Mara gasped. She tried to stand, but her legs refused. She wanted to scream, but no sound came.

And then—just as suddenly as it had started—the feeling receded. She blinked. The tears vanished, leaving only a hollow ache.

But something had changed. A memory lingered where there should have been none. She saw a man’s face. Pale light, shadowed eyes, a trace of a smile. He looked at her as though he had always known her.

And Mara realized, with a creeping horror, that she did not know who he was—or why she felt like she had just lost him.

The screen blinked again. Session complete.

Yet the grief stayed.

And so did the question: Who had lent her this sorrow?
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Chapter 1 — Testing Emotions

The hum of the lab was steady, almost hypnotic, as Mara Vale adjusted the neural interface straps around her head. The room was blindingly white, the walls slick and featureless except for the faint blue glow of the Eidolon monitors. Everything smelled like antiseptic and plastic, a faint, sterile sweetness that reminded her of hospital corridors she’d never walked.

She glanced at the screen in front of her. Focus 12B — Micro-Stress Calibration. Another day, another borrowed emotion. Mara had tested hundreds of emotions over three years: joy, calm, anger, confidence, even love. All neatly cataloged, time-limited, and legally approved. All temporary, all predictable. All artificial.

Her fingers hovered over the control pad, but she didn’t rush. Habit told her to move quickly, efficiently. But another part—something she didn’t like to admit—wanted to hesitate. She had spent so long observing emotions rather than living them that even the simplest feeling now made her uneasy.

“Ready to wrestle a lion again?” Jonah Vega’s voice broke the quiet, warm and teasing. He leaned against the counter, sipping from a chipped mug that had long ago lost its handle. His dark hair was disheveled, like he’d just rolled out of bed, and his eyes had that mischievous glint Mara knew too well.

“I’m about to wrestle a file called Focus 12B,” Mara said dryly, her eyes scanning the readouts. “But if you want to make a metaphor about my emotional capacity, go ahead.”

Jonah smirked, undeterred. “Trust me, I wouldn’t. You’re about as expressive as a quantum computer running in safe mode.”

Mara shot him a glance that could have frozen lava. Jonah merely shrugged, entirely unconcerned. That was Jonah. The only person who could tease her endlessly without making her flinch, probably because he understood her detachment better than anyone—maybe because he didn’t try to fix it.

“You’re testing again?” he asked, lowering his voice as he scrolled through his tablet. “I thought you had the afternoon off.”

“I can’t,” she replied, adjusting the neural interface again. “Dr. Cao wants a report on how Focus 12B affects micro-stress levels. You know the drill.”

Jonah’s expression softened, a shadow of seriousness cutting through his usual grin. “You ever wonder what it’s like to feel an emotion and keep it?” His voice was quiet, almost conspiratorial.

Mara paused. “Permanently?” she asked, a note of incredulity in her tone.

“Yeah,” he said. “Don’t you ever want to own one? Not just borrow joy or confidence, but actually feel it... without knowing it’ll vanish in six hours?”

She looked away, scanning the sterile walls, focusing on the faint hum of the equipment. The question felt dangerous, too heavy for conversation in the lab. “No. Not really,” she said finally. “Emotions are messy. Borrowing them is clean. Predictable. I’d rather study them than live through them.”

Jonah tilted his head, watching her. “Messy, huh? Yeah... but messy is the part that makes it worth it.”

She said nothing, tapping the pad in front of her. Her eyes flicked to the monitor: the neural interface activated, sending a faint blue glow across her face. This was her life. Observation, testing, recording, reporting. Measuring someone else’s feelings, analyzing them, compartmentalizing them. She had never once cried in her adult life—not at funerals, not during heartbreaks, not even alone.

And she had convinced herself that was normal.

Jonah, as if sensing her thoughts, added softly, “You know... maybe you’re just scared of being messy.”

She blinked. “Maybe,” she murmured.

With a deep breath, she pressed the activation button. Focus 12B surged through her neural pathways like an electric current. Her senses sharpened: every sound became crisp, every color vivid, every detail of the lab almost painfully clear. Her heartbeat synchronized with the hum of the lab equipment. Her thoughts raced, structured, organized—everything calculated.

But underneath the precision, a flicker of something unexpected passed through her chest. A tiny shadow of unease. She tightened her fists. The sensation should have disappeared with Focus, as it always did. But this one lingered, a small, stubborn knot of something she could not name.

Jonah’s brow furrowed. “Mara... are you—”

“No,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “It’s nothing.”

Yet it wasn’t nothing. Mara could feel it, the faint echo of an emotion that wasn’t on any approved list. A tiny, inexplicable ache. She tried to ignore it, to force herself to focus, but the sensation lingered like a ghost brushing against her ribs.

She removed the interface, running a hand through her hair. The lab felt colder now, the white walls sharper, more alien. Jonah leaned closer, lowering his voice again. “You know... no one borrows that feeling.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her pulse quickening.

“Sadness,” he said simply. “Real sadness. Not the staged grief we simulate for the tests. Not something sold in an app. I mean... real, stubborn, lasting grief. You can’t rent it, Mara. And you can’t delete it.”

She looked at him, startled. He wasn’t teasing this time. His eyes were serious, almost piercing. He was right. She had never felt it before—never allowed herself to feel it, or maybe never had the capacity. And yet now, she sensed it. Something deep and foreign, as if it belonged to someone else but had seeped into her.

Her mind drifted for a moment, away from the lab and Jonah, to a vague, impossible memory: the scent of antiseptic in a hospital, a hand she didn’t recognize holding hers, a voice whispering her name in a language she had never heard. She blinked rapidly. Where had that come from?

Jonah’s voice snapped her back. “You’re shaking.”

“I... I’m fine,” she said quickly, brushing it off. But she didn’t feel fine. She felt... something—something untested, unlabelled, and utterly alien.

She left the lab, moving down the white corridor to the observation lounge. Through the glass, other testers sat in their pods, lost in borrowed emotions. Laughter from someone testing Joy 7A drifted faintly through the walls, too bright, too sharp. Mara felt like an intruder in a world she could never fully enter.

She sank into a chair, staring at the floor. Jonah joined her a moment later, carrying two cups of coffee. He handed her one without a word. She took it, the warmth seeping into her hands, grounding her.

“You’re thinking too much,” he said gently. “It’s okay to borrow a feeling and let it go. That’s the point.”

“I know,” she said softly, “but... sometimes I wonder what it would be like if it didn’t go away.”

Jonah shrugged, sipping his own coffee. “I’d say... some feelings are worth keeping. Even if they hurt.”

She stared into her cup, the steam curling like smoke from some distant, impossible fire. The flicker of sadness in her chest refused to fade. Something was stirring in her—something that didn’t belong to her. And deep down, she knew it wouldn’t leave.

The lab doors slid open behind her, a faint hiss cutting through the quiet. Dr. Linh Cao’s tall, composed figure appeared, clipboard in hand. “Mara, excellent. Focus 12B shows the expected neural patterns. Record your subjective experience, please.”

Mara nodded, trying to suppress the strange knot in her chest. She scribbled notes carefully: Heightened awareness. Sharpness of perception increased. Minor residual emotional flicker, unclassified.

Dr. Cao glanced at her, a faint, knowing smile tugging at her lips. “Interesting,” she murmured. “Most testers would have dismissed that. Keep observing.”

As Dr. Cao’s footsteps faded, Mara sank back into her chair, staring at the lab ceiling. She could feel it now, persistent and insistent: a flicker of sadness that refused to dissipate, a ghost of grief she couldn’t explain.

And for the first time, she realized something terrifying: borrowed emotions might stop being temporary.

Her own feelings... might never fully belong to her again.
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Chapter 2 — The File Nobody Should See
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Mara didn’t sleep that night. The flicker of sadness from Focus 12B stayed with her like a shadow clinging to the edges of her consciousness. By morning, it had grown, subtle but persistent, gnawing at her chest with the quiet insistence of something alive.

Her commute to the Eidolon lab felt strange. The city was the same as always—bright lights, glass towers, the low hum of automated vehicles—but Mara felt disconnected, almost as if she were moving through a dream. People passed by, talking, laughing, absorbed in rented feelings Mara would never borrow. And yet she felt something she couldn’t name: a sharp ache, like the echo of someone else’s sorrow brushing against her skin.

At her station, Jonah was already there, leaning back in his chair, fingers drumming against the keyboard. “You look tired,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Or are you trying out the new Exhaustion emotion before it even exists?”

“I didn’t sleep,” Mara admitted, forcing a smile. “Focus 12B... it lingered longer than usual. I think I might have felt something.”

Jonah tilted his head, curious. “Felt something? Not rented? Not approved? That’s new. Should I be concerned, or just intrigued?”

“Both,” Mara said, rubbing her temples. “I don’t know what it was. It wasn’t in any file. It wasn’t... normal.”

Jonah studied her for a long moment. Then he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Mara... you’re human. That’s all I can tell you. Humans have feelings, even ones they can’t categorize.”

She wanted to argue, but she didn’t. There was truth in his words, even if it terrified her.

Her supervisor, Dr. Linh Cao, appeared in the doorway, clipboard in hand. “Mara, can I see you?”

Mara followed her into the small observation room, where the glass walls offered a clear view of the testing pods. Dr. Cao didn’t speak immediately. She simply handed Mara a file—small, unmarked, and completely unlisted in the system.

“This isn’t in the official database,” Dr. Cao said softly. “It came directly from Eidolon headquarters. Consider it... a special assignment. Top secret. No one else should know you’re testing it.”

Mara glanced down at the label: G-17 — Grief — Source Unknown. Her chest tightened instantly, as if the emotion had already seeped into her before activation.

“Source unknown?” Mara echoed. “How can I test an emotion if we don’t know whose it is?”

“That’s precisely why you’re being assigned,” Dr. Cao replied. “G-17 is... unusual. There’s no donor information, no recorded side effects, nothing. We want your observation: neural response, subjective experience, duration, everything. But Mara... be careful. Emotions like this can linger longer than expected.”

Mara’s mind raced. She had experienced borrowed sadness before—simulated grief, post-breakup despair, temporary loss—but nothing unlisted, nothing unknown. This file felt different. Alive, almost. She could feel it pressing at her chest, a premonition of sorrow she hadn’t yet experienced.

“Understood,” she said finally.

Dr. Cao’s eyes softened. “Report everything. And... take care of yourself.”

Once alone, Mara set up the interface. Her hands trembled slightly as she fastened the neural straps over her temples. The room’s hum seemed louder now, almost anticipating her next move.

Jonah peeked through the glass. “Mara... you sure about this?”

“I don’t have a choice,” she whispered, more to herself than to him.

She pressed the activation button.

The world shifted immediately. A cold wave rolled through her chest, like a hand gripping her heart. Her vision blurred, the edges of the room dissolving into shadows. She was no longer in the lab, yet she could feel every sterile detail as if it were happening at the same time.

Then she saw him.

A man she didn’t know, standing in a hospital corridor that existed only in her mind. He looked at her with gentle eyes, eyes that carried the weight of a lifetime she hadn’t lived. He reached out a hand, and Mara felt the faint brush of fingers across her palm.

Tears sprang unbidden to her eyes. She had never cried in her adult life, and yet they fell freely now, soaking her sleeves, leaving trails down her cheeks. The grief was overwhelming, consuming every corner of her consciousness. She tried to stand, to pull the interface off, but her body refused.

“Who... who are you?” she whispered, her voice breaking.

The man didn’t answer. He simply stared, and the sorrow in his gaze was mirrored in hers. Mara felt as if she had known him her entire life—and lost him.

The experience lasted minutes—or maybe hours; time no longer mattered. When it ended, she collapsed back into her chair, trembling, drenched in sweat. The interface powered down automatically, but the grief remained, an indelible mark on her psyche.

Jonah rushed in when the lab alarm indicated the session had ended. “Mara! Are you okay?”

“I... I don’t know,” she admitted. “It wasn’t like any other borrowed emotion. It... it stayed. And I... I felt someone. Someone I don’t know.”

Jonah’s brow furrowed. “Someone you don’t know... but you felt them?”

“Yes,” Mara said, shivering. “And I can’t stop thinking about them. The sadness... it’s still here.”

He sat beside her, awkward but concerned. “Okay... first, breathe. Second... maybe we should call Dr. Cao.”

“No,” Mara said firmly. “Not yet. She already warned me. She said to record everything... and take care of myself. I need to understand this first.”

Jonah nodded slowly, studying her. “Mara... this is unprecedented. Unlisted emotions? Permanent grief? You know how dangerous that is, right?”

“I know,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “But I need to see it through. I have to know... who he is. Why I feel this. Why it’s... real.”

Jonah hesitated, then leaned back. “Alright. I’ll help you. But Mara... promise me you’ll be careful. This isn’t just another test. Whatever you’re feeling... it’s not supposed to exist in someone like you. Not naturally.”

She looked at him, her chest still aching, her mind swirling with images of the man she had never met but somehow knew. “I know,” she said. “But I can’t ignore it.”

Jonah nodded, sensing there was no arguing. “Then I’ll stick by you. We’ll figure this out together.”

As he left the room to grab his tablet and begin logging the anomaly, Mara closed her eyes. The grief pulsed in her chest, relentless and unyielding. She didn’t yet know that this was only the beginning. That G-17 was not merely an emotion, but a thread—pull it, and the entire weave of her life, her identity, and the world of borrowed emotions would begin to unravel.

For the first time, Mara understood that emotions were more than chemicals, more than neural patterns. They were a map, a key, a doorway. And she had just stepped through it.
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Chapter 3 — Echoes in the Mind
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The hum of the lab felt different that morning, almost threatening. Mara Vale had spent the night replaying the grief from G-17 in her mind. The memory of the man, the hospital corridor, and the hand she’d felt lingered like a shadow she could not shake. She had tried to sleep, tried to distract herself with mundane tasks—coffee, reading, scrolling—but every quiet moment brought it back. It was as if the emotion had marked her.

She sat at her station, tapping her fingers absently against the neural interface pad. Jonah leaned in from the counter, his usual grin tempered with concern. “You look like hell,” he said. “Or maybe... the grief is contagious?”

Mara gave a small, humorless laugh. “I don’t think it’s contagious.”

Jonah raised an eyebrow. “You’re pale. Your pulse is irregular. And your eyes... Mara, you’re not okay. Talk to me.”

She hesitated, then sighed. “It’s G-17. The grief... it won’t leave. I’ve never felt anything like it. It’s not borrowed, not temporary. I can still see him. The man.”

Jonah frowned. “The man?”

She nodded. “I don’t know who he is. I don’t even know if he exists. But I can feel him, like he’s inside my head. And I—” She stopped, realizing how strange it sounded.

“You feel him,” Jonah repeated carefully. “Like... inside you?”

“Yes.” Mara rubbed her temples. “It’s insane. I know it’s just a file, neural patterns, code. But it’s not. Something... something about it is real.”

Jonah was quiet for a moment, then said softly, “Then maybe it’s meant to be noticed. Maybe the file isn’t just a test. Maybe it’s... a message.”

Mara turned to him sharply. “A message? From who?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Maybe from whoever made the emotion. Or maybe from the person it came from. I’ve seen files like this before. Usually they’re clean, sterile, nothing that sticks. But this... this isn’t sterile.”

Her pulse quickened. The idea that the emotion had a source... a real person... made the grief even more unbearable. It was no longer abstract. It was personal.

By mid-morning, Mara had approached Dr. Linh Cao. The scientist’s calm, composed presence usually eased her anxiety, but today even Dr. Cao looked uneasy.

“You’ve tested G-17?” Dr. Cao asked, her tone measured, almost cautious.

“Yes,” Mara said. “And it... it didn’t fade. I can’t get it out of my head. I keep seeing a man. I feel like I’ve lost someone I’ve never met.”

Dr. Cao’s fingers tapped against her clipboard. “I suspected that might happen. G-17 is... experimental. Extremely sensitive. It wasn’t recorded in the public database for a reason.”

Mara leaned forward, desperate. “What reason? Who created it? Who... who does it belong to?”

Dr. Cao’s eyes softened. “Mara... emotions are rarely just data. They carry history, memories
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