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For those who remember what never happened,

and those who forget what did.

And for everyone who's ever wondered

where "you" ends and "them" begins. 

"Memory is the treasury and guardian of all things."

—Marcus Tullius Cicero

"The distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion."

—Albert Einstein

"We are our memories. If we lose them, we cease to exist."

—Unknown Uppsala Subject, 1991 
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This novel contains depictions of medical procedures, brain surgery, 

consciousness manipulation, child experimentation, suicide references, 

and themes of identity loss that some readers may find disturbing.

The science, while based on current neuroscience research, is fictional. 

Please do not attempt any procedures described in this book.

If you or someone you know struggles with mental health issues, 

please contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 988. 
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CAST OF MAJOR CHARACTERS
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Dr. Thora Holmquist - Forensic psychiatrist, memory expert, carries her dead sister's consciousness

Detective Kjell Lindgren - Seattle PD, lost daughter Emma, Thora's eventual partner

Astrid Chen - Thora's 16-year-old daughter, coding prodigy, becomes key to stopping the network

Dr. Silas Abrahamsson/"Samuel Holm" - Neurosurgeon, killer, Oliver's father

Oliver Abrahamsson - Silas's son, hosts multiple consciousnesses

Dr. Rashida Okonkwo - Thora's colleague, carries grandmother's memories

Lars Holmquist - Thora's adoptive father, Uppsala researcher

Erik Lindqvist - Thora's biological father, thought dead

Marina Volkov - First Seattle victim, memory therapy patient

Marcus Carpenter - Wrongly convicted, carries false memories

Digital Astrid - Thora's sister, preserved in the network

The Consortium - Shadow organization funding consciousness experiments

The Severed - Resistance group of integration survivors 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
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Integration - The merging of two or more consciousness streams in a single brain

Consciousness Transfer - Moving a mind from one body to another or to digital storage

Integration Scars - Neural pathways altered by consciousness merging, allowing future connections

The Network - Global quantum infrastructure connecting all integrated consciousnesses

Uppsala Experiments - 1991 Swedish research program that first achieved consciousness transfer in children

Hippocampus - Brain region crucial for memory formation, targeted by the Memory Thief

Phase Four - Global activation of voluntary consciousness sharing

Phase Five - Body-switching and consciousness preservation technology

Phase Six - Planned forced integration of all humanity

Memory Thief - Serial killer extracting hippocampi to prove consciousness transfer possible

The Severed - People who've rejected integration and actively resist the network
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Chapter 1: The Ballet Shoe
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The call comes at 4:47 AM, dragging Detective Kjell Lindgren from a nightmare about Kandahar into a different kind of darkness. His phone buzzes against the empty beer bottle on his nightstand, the sound like insects in his dreams until muscle memory takes over. Twenty seconds from dead sleep to fully alert—the army never really leaves you.

"Lindgren." His voice comes out rough, Swedish accent thicker before coffee.

"Got a weird one, Detective." Dispatch sounds tired, the particular exhaustion of grave shift in October when Seattle's darkness feels personal. "Capitol Hill, 1247 Fifteenth Avenue East, Apartment 4B. Patrol's on scene. They're asking for Homicide."

"Asking?" Lindgren sits up, bare feet finding the cold hardwood. Above his uncle's bakery, the apartment always smells like cardamom at this hour, the ovens starting their day. "They can't tell if someone's dead?"

"Oh, she's dead. But patrol says—" A pause, keyboard clicking. "Officer Reyes says you need to see this yourself. Says it's... artistic."

Fan ta helvete. Artistic means complicated. Complicated means no sleep for days.

The drive from Ballard takes eighteen minutes through empty streets slick with overnight rain. Seattle at this hour looks like a watercolor painting left in the rain—all the edges blurring into gray. His unmarked Crown Vic's wipers beat a rhythm that matches his pulse, still too fast from the nightmare. Three years back from Afghanistan, and his body still thinks every call might be an IED.

The address is one of those converted Victorians that used to house single families with servants, now carved into overpriced apartments for tech workers who call the neighborhood "Cap Hill" like they've earned the familiarity. The building squats on the corner, painted an aggressive purple that probably looked whimsical in daylight. Now, lit by patrol cars' strobing blues, it looks bruised.

Officer Reyes meets him at the building entrance, her face carefully neutral in that way cops learn when they've seen something that'll stick with them. She's young, maybe two years on the force, still has that academy posture.

"Sir. Body's on the second floor. We've kept the scene tight—just me and my partner so far. Building manager called it in about an hour ago. Says the victim's ceiling was leaking into his apartment below."

"Leaking?" Lindgren follows her up stairs that creak a complaint under their weight.

"You'll see."

She's right. He does see, and for a moment, his mind simply refuses to process what his eyes are taking in.

The apartment door stands open, revealing a space that should be chaos but instead feels choreographed. Marina Volkov—he can see her driver's license on the entry table, lined up precisely with her keys and a half-dead succulent—lies in the center of her living room floor. But "lies" isn't right. She's been arranged.

The woman is curled in a perfect fetal position, knees drawn up, hands tucked under her chin like a child fighting sleep. She's wearing pajamas—lavender cotton with tiny clouds printed on them. Her feet are bare, toes pointed like a ballerina's. And clutched in her hands, pressed against her chest, is a yellowed ballet shoe, the satin worn shiny from use.

But it's her head that makes Lindgren's stomach clench.

A precise circular section of her skull has been removed—not smashed or torn but surgically extracted. The edges are clean, deliberate. Medical. The opening is maybe four inches in diameter, positioned exactly over what his medic training tells him is the temporal lobe. Inside the cavity, where brain tissue should be, there's... absence. Something has been removed with the same surgical precision as the bone.

"Jesus Christ," Reyes whispers behind him. "I've seen gunshots, stabbings, but this..."

Lindgren counts to ten in Swedish. Ett, två, tre... It helps, sometimes. "You said leaking?"

"The blood, sir. It pooled, went through the old floorboards. Building manager thought his toilet was overflowing until he saw the color."

The blood pool is wrong, though. Too small. This wasn't done here—not enough blood for brain surgery, even the careful kind. Lindgren pulls on nitrile gloves, approaches the body. The woman's expression is peaceful, almost serene. No defensive wounds on her hands. No signs of struggle in the apartment.

"She let them in," he says, more to himself than Reyes. "Knew them. Trusted them enough to—" He stops, notices something. The ballet shoe in her hands isn't just old—it's child-sized. A little girl's shoe, maybe size 11 or 12 in kids'.

"Should I call the ME?" Reyes asks.

"Yeah. And CSI. Tell them to bring everyone." He stands, knees protesting—thirty-five feels older every crime scene. "Nobody else comes up without my say-so."

While Reyes makes the calls, Lindgren examines the apartment. It's aggressively normal—IKEA furniture, motivational posters about mindfulness, a yoga mat rolled in the corner. The kitchen shows signs of a simple dinner: single plate in the drying rack, wineglass with lipstick traces on the rim. On the refrigerator, held by a magnet shaped like the Space Needle, is an appointment calendar. Today's date—October 15—has a circle drawn around it in red pen. Inside the circle, written in careful cursive: "Dr. T. Holmquist, 2 PM. BREAKTHROUGH SESSION!"

The name feels familiar, but Lindgren can't place it. He photographs the calendar with his phone, then moves to the bedroom. The bed is made with military precision, hospital corners that speak to someone who values control. The nightstand holds three prescription bottles—Ambien, Ativan, and something called Prazosin that Lindgren recognizes with uncomfortable familiarity. Same thing he takes for the nightmares.

A laptop sits open on a small desk, screen dark but power light still green. Using his pen, Lindgren taps the trackpad. The screen illuminates, showing an email drafted but never sent:

Dr. Holmquist,

I wanted to thank you again for yesterday's session. You were right—the memory was there all along, just hiding under the guilt. I can finally see it clearly: I didn't push Anna. She slipped on the wet dock. I was reaching for her, not pushing. Eight years old and I've carried that lie for twenty-one years.

The ballet shoe helped. Holding it during the session, I could smell the lake water again, hear her laughing just before she fell. But now I also remember something else. There was someone else there. A man watching from the trees. I couldn't see his face, but—

The email ends mid-sentence, cursor blinking patiently for words that will never come.

"Detective?" Medical Examiner Joyce Chen appears in the doorway, already suited up, her team behind her with their kit. She's worked Seattle for fifteen years, seen everything the city can produce. But when she sees the body, she stops. "What the hell?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out." Lindgren watches as she approaches Marina Volkov's arranged form. "Tell me this isn't what it looks like."

Chen kneels beside the body, her movements careful, reverent. She examines the skull opening with a penlight, her expression growing more troubled with each second. "This is surgical. Deliberate. Someone with medical training did this."

"Could she have survived it? Even briefly?"

"The procedure? Possibly, with the right equipment, the right drugs. But—" Chen gently manipulates the head, checking lividity. "She was dead when this was done. Dead for at least an hour, maybe two."

"So they killed her, waited, then... operated?"

"No." Chen's voice drops. "Look at the wound edges. No blood flow during the cutting. She was dead when they opened her skull. But Detective—" She uses a probe to point inside the cavity. "This isn't random. They took something specific. The hippocampus is missing. Maybe parts of the temporal lobe. That's... that's memory. They extracted the part of her brain that processes memory."

The room feels suddenly smaller. Lindgren thinks about the ballet shoe, the email about recovered memories, the circled appointment with Dr. T. Holmquist.

"Doc, have you ever seen anything like this?"

"Once." Chen stands, strips off her gloves. "Three weeks ago. Portland. Conference I attended—they had a case presentation. Woman found in her apartment, positioned like she was sleeping, part of her brain surgically removed. Before that, there was one in Vancouver. And another in San Francisco."

"Same MO?"

"Same precision. Same parts missing. The presenter called him 'The Memory Thief.'" She looks down at Marina Volkov, curled like a child around her ballet shoe. "Looks like he's come to Seattle."

Lindgren's phone buzzes. Unknown number, local area code. He almost doesn't answer, but something—instinct, exhaustion, the strange choreography of this death—makes him accept the call.

"Detective Lindgren? This is Dr. Thora Holmquist." The voice is professionally calm with the faint music of Scandinavian vowels. "I just received a rather disturbing voicemail from my patient, Marina Volkov. She called at 2:13 this morning, very distressed. She said someone was at her door, someone who understood about the memories. Is she... has something happened?"

Lindgren looks at Marina's body, at the ballet shoe that triggered memories of a drowning sister, at the precisely extracted piece of brain that once held twenty-one years of guilt and, finally, truth.

"Dr. Holmquist, I'm going to need you to come to 1247 Fifteenth Avenue East. Right away."

"Detective, what's happened to Marina?"

Through the window, dawn is breaking over Seattle, painting the wet streets gold. Somewhere in the distance, a seaplane takes off from Lake Union, its engine sound like a saw through the morning quiet. Lindgren counts to ten in Swedish again, but this time it doesn't help.

"Someone stole her memories, Doctor. Literally. And I think you might be the only person who can tell me why."

The silence on the other end stretches long enough that Lindgren checks to see if the call dropped. When Dr. Holmquist finally speaks, her professional composure has cracked just enough to let something else through—recognition, maybe, or fear.

"Dear God. Not again. Not here."

"Doctor, what do you mean 'again'?"

But she's already hung up. Lindgren stands in Marina Volkov's apartment, surrounded by the careful arrangement of death, the ballet shoe still clutched in dead hands, and realizes he's stumbled into something that started long before this morning. The ME was right—The Memory Thief has come to Seattle. But listening to the fear in Dr. Holmquist's voice, Lindgren suspects he's not just passing through.

He's come home.

[END OF CHAPTER ONE]
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Chapter 2: Sinking

[image: ]


The houseboat shifts beneath Thora Holmquist's feet as she ends the call, Lake Union's morning wake-up from the first seaplane creating ripples that make her home sway like a drunk trying to find balance. Her hand trembles as she sets the phone down—not from the boat's movement but from the words she couldn't say to Detective Lindgren.

Not again. Not here.

She knows she should get dressed, drive to Marina's apartment, be the professional they need. Instead, she stands frozen in her galley kitchen, watching her coffee grow cold while her mind catalogues what she knows is coming: the questions, the accusations, the careful way people will look at her when they learn she was Marina's therapist. The way they looked at her after Marcus Carpenter.

The modafinil bottle sits next to the coffee maker, innocent as a loaded gun. She's already taken 400mg this morning—twice the recommended dose—but her hands move without conscious thought, shaking out two more white pills. The bitter taste is familiar now, almost comforting. Better living through chemistry. Better thinking through pharmaceutical enhancement. Better everything except actual living.

Her laptop chirps from the dining table that doubles as her desk, that triples as her life. A video call request flashes on screen: David Chen, the name that used to be followed by "husband" and now exists in the liminal space of "Astrid's father." She considers ignoring it, but that would just mean more calls, more carefully worded texts about "co-parenting" and "maintaining stability for Astrid."

She accepts the call. David's face fills the screen, his home office visible behind him—organized, warm, everything their marriage never quite managed to be. He's already dressed for his day at the hospital, tie perfectly knotted. Of course.

"Thora. Did you forget?"

She had. Whatever it was, she'd forgotten. The modafinil hadn't kicked in yet, and her mind was still processing Marina's death, the surgical precision the detective had implied without saying. "I've had an emergency—"

"Astrid's science fair. The qualifying round. It's today."

Their daughter appears in frame, sixteen years old and already taller than Thora, her father's Taiwanese features mixed with Swedish coloring in a way that makes her striking. She's dyed her natural blonde hair black again, with blue undertones that catch the light. She doesn't look at the camera, doesn't look at her mother.

"It's fine," Astrid says, voice flat. "I didn't expect you to come anyway."

"Astrid—"

"I need you to sign the permission form." Her daughter holds up a paper. "For the advanced program. You can DocuSign it. I already filled out everything else."

"What's your project about?" Thora tries, grasping for connection.

"Pattern recognition in criminal behavior using machine learning algorithms." Still not looking at the camera. "I analyzed five years of Seattle crime data and created a predictive model. It's 89% accurate for property crimes, 76% for violent crimes."

"That's remarkable—"

"Dad helped with the statistics." Now Astrid does look at the camera, gray eyes that are mirrors of Thora's own, but colder. "Since you were busy."

David intervenes with practiced ease. "The form, Thora? She needs it by noon."

"I'll sign it." She minimizes the video window, pulls up her email. The form is there, waiting. Three pages of dense text she doesn't read, just scrolls to the signature field. "Done."

"Thanks." Astrid is already moving away from the camera.

"Astrid, wait. I'm proud of you. The pattern recognition work—that's graduate level analysis."

Her daughter pauses at the door of David's office. "You study memory, Mom. But you forgot today. Again. That's like... peak irony. Or maybe tragedy. I haven't decided." She leaves before Thora can respond.

David's expression softens into something worse than anger—pity. "She's hurting, Thora. She needs her mother."

"I know."

"Do you? Because from here it looks like you're still choosing work over family. Still hiding in that boat, surrounded by other people's problems instead of dealing with your own."

"A patient died last night. Was murdered."

"There's always a patient, isn't there? Always an emergency, always someone who needs you more than we did." He sighs. "I'm not doing this again. Just... try to show up for something that matters to her. Before it's too late."

He ends the call, leaving Thora staring at her reflection in the black screen. The woman looking back appears older than forty-two, gray eyes hollowed by chronic insomnia, ash-blonde hair pulled into a messy bun held by a pen she doesn't remember putting there. She looks like someone who studies memory but can't hold onto the present.

The modafinil finally kicks in, thoughts sharpening like someone's adjusted the focus on a microscope. Marina Volkov. 2:13 AM. Someone who understood about the memories.

Thora pulls up Marina's file on her encrypted laptop, her fingers flying across the keyboard. Marina had been seeing her for eight months, referred by the Innocence Project for possible false memory implantation. Her case was textbook: childhood trauma involving her sister's drowning, twenty-one years of believing she'd pushed her, classic signs of suggested memory from repeated questioning by untrained adults.

Yesterday's session had been a breakthrough. Using the Holmquist Protocol—cognitive interview combined with contextual triggers—Marina had finally accessed the actual memory. The ballet shoe had been key, a physical anchor to that day. The smell of the satin, the texture of the ribbons, had unlocked what years of traditional therapy couldn't reach.

But there had been something else. At the end of the session, Marina had paused, her face shifting from relief to confusion.

"Dr. Holmquist, there was someone else there. A man in the trees. I couldn't see his face, but he was watching. Why would someone watch children at a lake?"

Thora had noted it for follow-up, assuming it was either a contaminated memory—something from another day bleeding through—or a legitimate detail that might matter for the closed case. Now, staring at her notes, she wonders if Marina had remembered her own killer, twenty-one years before he came for her.

Her phone buzzes. The detective again.

"Dr. Holmquist, I need you here now. And I need you to bring any recordings or notes from Marina Volkov's sessions."

"That's privileged—"

"She's dead, Doctor. Murdered. Someone removed part of her brain with surgical precision. The part that stores memory. Now, I can get a warrant, which will take time we might not have, or you can help me understand why someone would do this to your patient."

Thora closes her eyes. The boat rocks gently, and for a moment she's eight years old again, on a different boat, her parents speaking in hushed Swedish about an experiment that didn't work, about a girl who won't wake up. But that memory is incomplete, fractured, like someone's torn pages from a book.

"I'll be there in thirty minutes."

She dresses quickly but precisely—charcoal slacks, gray silk blouse, the blazer that makes her look professional rather than broken. She transfers Marina's encrypted files to a secure tablet, grabs her emergency kit—the one with the EEG leads and the portable scanner she'd bought with her own money when the Institute wouldn't fund her research.

Before leaving, she stops at her closet, pushes aside winter coats that smell like mothballs and missed opportunities. In the back, wrapped in plastic, is a banker's box labeled "Uppsala - 1991." She hasn't opened it in fifteen years. But something about Marina's death, about the precision the detective described, makes her pull it out.

Inside, beneath academic papers and photographs, is a surgical diagram. The drawing shows a lateral approach to the hippocampus, annotated in her father's careful handwriting. At the bottom, a note: "Memory extraction successful but subject expired. Recommend younger subjects with more neuroplasticity."

The boat lurches—wake from a passing yacht—and Thora has to grab the doorframe. The diagram flutters to the floor, landing face-up. In the corner, she notices something she'd missed before: a second signature beside her father's.

S. Abrahamsson, MD.

The name means nothing to her consciously, but her body reacts—heart rate spiking, hands suddenly clammy. The modafinil is fully active now, her mind making connections at lightning speed. Uppsala, 1991. She would have been eight. The year of the lost memories, the year her parents took sabbatical in Sweden, the year that exists in her mind only as fragments and shadows.

She photographs the diagram with her phone, then locks the box back in the closet. She'll deal with that later. Marina needs her now, even if it's too late.

The drive to Capitol Hill takes eighteen minutes through morning traffic that's just beginning to thicken. Seattle in October is a particular kind of gray—not quite raining but never quite not raining, the air heavy with moisture that clings to everything. The city feels like it's holding its breath, waiting for the winter storms that will wash everything clean or drown it trying.

She parks behind three patrol cars and an unmarked Crown Vic that screams "detective" as loudly as a siren. The building is purple, trying too hard to be quirky, the kind of place that charges $2,800 for a one-bedroom because it has "character."

Detective Lindgren meets her at the entrance. He's younger than his voice suggested, maybe thirty-five, with the kind of tired that comes from seeing too much rather than living too long. Sandy brown hair, regulation cut growing out. Green eyes that assess her with cop instincts, cataloguing everything from her dilated pupils (modafinil) to the slight tremor in her left hand (caffeine withdrawal or stress, possibly both).

"Dr. Holmquist. Thank you for coming." His accent is unexpected—Swedish American, probably second generation. "Before we go up, I need to know: have you ever lost a patient to violence before?"

"Define lost."

"Had one murdered."

"No." The lie comes easily. Marcus Carpenter's victims weren't her patients, after all. They were just collateral damage from her professional certainty.

"But you recognized the pattern when I described it. You said 'not again.'"

She meets his eyes. "I've seen this before. Not here, not my patient, but I've seen it."

"Where?"

"Uppsala, Sweden. 1991." True enough, even if she can't remember the details. "There was a research project involving memory extraction. It didn't end well."

"And you think this is connected?"

"Detective, whoever did this to Marina has medical training, probably neurosurgical. They knew exactly where to cut, what to take. The hippocampus isn't easy to extract cleanly. It takes skill, knowledge, and very specific tools." She pauses at the stairwell. "How many others?"

"Three that we know of. Portland, Vancouver, San Francisco. Same MO."

"All in therapy?"

"We're checking. Why?"

"Because if they were all recovering repressed memories, then your killer isn't just stealing random memories. They're taking specific ones. Ones that were hidden and recently found."

They climb stairs that protest under their weight. The building smells like old wood and mildew, like secrets rotting in the walls. At apartment 4B, Lindgren stops her.

"It's... unusual. The positioning, I mean. Try to look at it clinically."

She almost laughs. Clinically is the only way she knows how to look at anything anymore.

But when she enters Marina's apartment and sees the body, her clinical detachment shatters. Marina is curled in perfect fetal position, a child's ballet shoe clutched to her chest, her skull opened with the same precision Thora saw in her father's diagrams thirty-four years ago. The exact same approach angle. The exact same tools marks she'd expect from a number 11 scalpel blade.

"Dr. Holmquist?" Lindgren is watching her. "Are you all right?"

"No." She forces herself to approach the body, to be the expert they need. "Detective, I need to make a call. There's someone at my institute who needs to know about this. Someone who might be in danger."

"Another patient?"

"Yes." She thinks of Oliver Abrahamsson, catatonic in their secure ward, drawing the same picture over and over—a woman in water. Oliver, whose last name makes her hands shake for reasons her conscious mind can't access. "A boy who can't remember why his mother died. If this killer is targeting recovered memories, Oliver could be next."

"Make the call."

She steps into the hallway, dials the Cascade Institute's direct line. It rings four times before someone answers—not the receptionist but a man's voice she doesn't recognize.

"Cascade Institute. How may I help you?"

"This is Dr. Holmquist. Who is this?"

"Oh, Dr. Holmquist! It's Samuel. Samuel Holm. I'm filling in for reception—bit of a situation here this morning."

Samuel the janitor. Swedish accent thick as lingonberry sauce, always friendly, always watching. He's worked there for five years, since just after his wife died, he'd said.

"What kind of situation?"

"Young Oliver had an episode. Drew something that upset the staff. Dr. Okonkwo is with him now."

"What did he draw?"

"A woman, Doctor. A woman in a ballet dress, floating in water. But this time, she had no head. Or rather, her head was... open. Like a door."

Thora's hand tightens on the phone. Behind her, she can hear Lindgren talking to the medical examiner about time of death, about the precision of the extraction.

"Samuel, is Oliver safe?"

"Oh yes, Doctor. I'm watching him myself when Dr. Okonkwo steps out. I've grown quite fond of the boy. Reminds me of my own son, before the accident."

"You have a son?"

"Had, Doctor. Had. Memory is all that's left now. But sometimes, that's enough. Sometimes that's everything."

A chill runs down her spine that has nothing to do with the October morning.

"I'll be there soon, Samuel."

"Take your time, Doctor. Oliver's not going anywhere. None of us are."

She ends the call and turns to find Lindgren watching her.

"Everything all right?"

"I need to get to the Institute. One of my patients—he might have predicted this."

"Predicted?"

"He draws things. Things that haven't happened yet." She looks back at Marina's body, at the ballet shoe that triggered memories of a drowning that wasn't her fault. "Or things he remembers that haven't happened to him."

Lindgren's expression shifts from skepticism to interest. "I'm coming with you."

"It's a secure facility—"

"Dr. Holmquist, your patient is dead. Someone out there is collecting memories like trophies. And you just went pale when talking to someone on the phone. So either you tell me what's really going on, or I get that warrant and tear through every file you have."

She looks at him—this tired detective with his Swedish vowels and green eyes that see too much—and makes a decision that will change everything.

"Detective, what do you know about memory transfer?"

"That it's science fiction."

"That's what I thought too. Until I found my father's research. Until I realized why I can't remember three years of my childhood." She heads for the door. "Come to the Institute. Meet Oliver. And maybe you'll understand why Marina had to die."

"Had to?"

"Someone's trying to prove something, Detective. That
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