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Chapter 1: The Man Who Remembered Dying

The Imperial Registry of Transference had been designed to make every human uncertainty look measurable.

Its central hearing hall rose through four storeys of pale stone, each gallery lined with brass rails and narrow clerks’ stations. Silver-thread conduits ran beneath the floor in precise geometric channels, carrying the faint pulse of identity signatures from examination rooms to the sealed archive below. High windows admitted a grey morning light that made every face look equally tired. Even the clocks were regulated against one another, their hands advancing with the same soft click at the same instant, so no witness could later argue over the difference of a minute.

Saelis Dorran had once found the order comforting.

Now she knew that records could be altered, signatures duplicated, bodies sold under the shelter of legal language, and consent manufactured from hunger. The building had not changed. Its polished counters still reflected the lamps; its officials still wore brass seals at their throats; its walls still carried the imperial maxim in black enamel letters: ONE PERSON, ONE SIGNATURE, ONE ACCOUNTABLE LIFE.

Only Saelis had changed enough to see the lie beneath the shine.

She stood at the third examination desk with both hands resting on a file whose edges had been squared to the grain of the wood. Across from her sat Arven Tole, a senior copyist from the Registry’s provincial records division. He was a slight man of fifty-six with sandy hair thinning at the crown, pale brows, and the permanently bent shoulders of someone who had spent three decades leaning over ledgers. Nothing in his appearance suggested danger. Nothing in his legal history suggested mystery. He had never transferred, never rented his body, never served as witness to a transfer outside his employment, and never been accused of falsifying a seal.

He had, however, submitted a routine complaint claiming that his right hand had begun writing in an extinct military cipher.

Saelis looked at the sheet placed between them. The first three lines were ordinary registry shorthand. The fourth became a series of angular marks that the preliminary clerk had identified as a pre-Reform campaign code. The handwriting remained Arven’s. The pressure and slant were unchanged. Only the language differed.

“Master Tole, I need you to describe the first occurrence without interpreting it,” Saelis said. “Tell me what happened in the order you experienced it, including anything that seemed irrelevant. Do not tell me what you believe caused it until I ask.”

Arven’s fingers knotted together. Ink darkened the skin around his nails, and a small crescent of blue pigment marked the cuff of his brown coat.

“I was copying an inheritance amendment from the North Canal office, and the sentence concerned the transfer rights of a widow whose second husband had died in a rented body. My hand stopped at the word beneficiary, though I understood the word and had written it twice on the same page. Then I heard drums somewhere behind me, except there were no drums in the room, and my fingers began making these marks. I knew they were words while I wrote them, but I could not read them afterward, and I remember thinking that the ink smelled like hot iron even though it was standard black registry ink.”

Saelis noted that he had given four sentences and had not once embellished his fear with a claim of possession or divine intervention. Most frightened citizens reached for explanations before facts. Arven clung to procedure as if it might keep him from becoming whatever the procedure found.

“And the second occurrence?” she asked. “You reported one during sleep and one while awake. I want the waking event first, because dreams borrow too freely from expectation.”

“I was standing in the eastern stairwell at midday, and I saw a young guard carrying a tray from the lower kitchens. I had never met him, but I knew his name was Perric Vann and that his mother sent him pressed flowers from Iscenne every winter. I called him by name, and he dropped the tray because his name was not Perric Vann. It was Olem Sarr, and his mother died when he was five, but I still knew the other facts with the certainty of my own address.”

“Did you recognize his face?”

“No. I recognized the way he held his left shoulder, as though an old wound pulled it forward. The instant I noticed that posture, I remembered ordering him to stand beside the western gate during an uprising, and I remembered seeing him die there with a spear under his ribs. I have never commanded a soldier, Examiner Dorran, and I have never seen a man killed.”

His voice had remained level until the final word. Then the last consonant broke.

Saelis shifted her gaze to his hands. He was rubbing the pad of his thumb against the side of his forefinger, a repetitive motion common in copyists who handled rough paper. It was not one of the specific behaviours she associated with identity drift, though that meant little. The symptoms of foreign memory did not arrive in tidy official categories.

At the adjacent desk, Tressa Halm pretended to review a transfer-renewal petition while listening. Her new body made pretence look effortless. It was taller than the compact, strong-shouldered form Saelis had known for years, with pale-gold skin, a narrow aristocratic face, and glossy brown hair arranged by contract servants each morning. Yet Tressa still held her pen too close to the nib, still bit the inside of her cheek when worried, still tapped her heel twice whenever she wanted Saelis to notice something without speaking.

Two taps sounded beneath the desk partition.

Saelis did not look over.

She opened Arven’s file to the medical certification. “The physician found no fever, vascular injury, toxin exposure, or known symptoms of mnemonic seizure. Your household witnesses confirm that you have not taken dream tinctures, battlefield stimulants, or black-market memory extracts. Is there anything you withheld because you feared it would affect your employment?”

Arven’s mouth tightened. “There is something I did not tell the preliminary clerk, because he was nineteen and looked as if he might faint. During the dream, I was not myself, but I was not watching another person either. I was standing in a body that felt natural to me, and I knew that thousands of people would obey if I raised one hand. I also knew that someone behind a curtain intended to kill me.”

The hearing hall seemed to narrow around Saelis.

“What did the room look like?” she asked. “Describe materials, light, entrances, clothing, and any mark that might establish a date. Do not give me names yet.”

“It was a long chamber with black columns and a ceiling painted with constellations. The stars were silver leaf, but several had flaked away near the eastern wall. There were twelve chairs below a raised platform and one empty chair to my right. I wore gloves indoors, which I disliked, and a chain lay against my collarbone that felt much heavier than it appeared. A man in green stood behind the second column, and I knew he carried a blade inside his sleeve.”

Saelis’s hand remained steady over the page. The old Hall of Petitions had possessed a celestial ceiling before the palace fire seventy-three years earlier. Contemporary paintings showed thirteen councillors’ chairs, though one had often been removed after the treason of Chancellor Oth Merra. The emperor’s ceremonial chain from that period was famously hollow and light.

Unless the person wearing it had known what it concealed.

“What happened when the man moved?” she asked.

Arven looked at her for the first time without the deference expected between a copyist and a senior examiner. His pale eyes sharpened. The fear left them so completely that the transformation felt more intimate than any change of face.

“He did not move first,” Arven said. “You did.”

Saelis heard Tressa’s chair scrape.

Arven rose.

Not quickly. Not violently. He stood with the slow assurance of someone accustomed to having rooms wait for him. His bent shoulders drew back. His chin lifted by less than an inch, yet the small alteration erased thirty years of clerical submission. Around them, conversations faltered. Pens stopped. A clerk at the nearest gate reached instinctively for the alarm cord.

Arven’s gaze stayed on Saelis.

“You were not wearing that face when you betrayed me,” he said. “Your hair was black, your eyes were green, and your name was Selvara Esh. You stood to my left because you had sworn never to approach me from the sword side. You told me the petitioners had been searched, and then you opened the lower door.”

Saelis did not move. “Master Tole, sit down. You are experiencing a foreign-memory episode, and I will help you distinguish the present from whatever you are remembering. My name is Saelis Dorran, today is the ninth day of Lethen in the one hundred fifty-fourth year of Vaustian’s reign, and you are inside the Imperial Registry.”

Arven smiled.

The expression did not belong on his cautious face. It was small, private, almost indulgent.

“Vaustian’s reign,” he repeated. “You say it as if there has only been one.”

Aunett Krail appeared at the edge of the desk enclosure. Saelis had not seen her cross the hall. The registrar’s tall, narrow form was severe even among uniformed officials, her deep-brown skin set off by iron-grey hair cut close to her head. She carried no visible weapon. She rarely needed one; her voice could make a room remember its duties.

“Master Tole, three officers are approaching, and none of them has been ordered to harm you,” Aunett said. “You will remain where you are, keep your hands visible, and answer Examiner Dorran’s questions. Whatever memories are speaking through you, the body is yours, the legal identity is yours, and no remembered authority gives you command here.”

Arven turned toward her.

For an instant he looked merely confused. Then recognition struck him so hard that his knees buckled against the chair.

“I watched you drown,” he whispered.

Aunett’s face did not change, but Saelis saw the pulse jump once in her throat.

“You have never met me outside this building,” Aunett said. “I have never drowned, and the fact that another face resembles something in your memory does not make the memory true. Sit down before your body falls, because your breathing has become shallow and your left hand is losing colour.”

Arven obeyed. The authority drained from his posture, leaving him shaking.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I do not know who said those things. I heard my voice, but the words arrived already complete, and for a moment all of you seemed like ghosts who had forgotten dying. Please do not send me to the palace. I have copied enough warrants to know what happens when an ordinary man remembers something valuable.”

That plea restored noise to the hall. People breathed again. Somewhere in the upper gallery a child began crying, and a clerk hurried to close the public screens around the examination desk.

Saelis placed her palm over the lower half of Arven’s file, concealing the preliminary signature graph from anyone standing behind him.

“You are not being sent anywhere until I understand your condition,” she said. “No decision about custody will be made without a written medical basis, an identity review, and your opportunity to object. I need you to trust me for the next few minutes, not because the Registry has earned that trust, but because panic will make it harder to separate your memories from the foreign ones.”

Arven’s laugh was thin and breathless. “You say that as though separation is guaranteed. I have spent my life copying the rules, Examiner, and the rules do not mention a man waking with an emperor inside his skull. Tell me honestly whether you have seen this before, because I would rather hear an ugly truth than be comforted into a locked room.”

Saelis glanced at Aunett.

The registrar’s expression gave her nothing.

“I have seen duplicate signature structures,” Saelis said carefully. “I have seen body memory persist after legal transfer, and I have seen stolen memories surface in people who never consented to carry them. I have not seen a case exactly like yours, and I will not pretend otherwise.”

Arven closed his eyes. “Then I am the first.”

“No,” said a voice from the adjacent desk.

Tressa had abandoned her petition. She stood with one hand braced against the partition, her elegant contract body held too rigidly. For a moment Saelis expected Aunett to reprimand her for interfering in a senior examination. Instead Aunett watched her with the wary patience of someone waiting to see where a crack would spread.

“You are not the first person to discover that the law has no proper name for what was done to you,” Tressa continued. “That does not make you safe, but it means the absence of a category is not proof that you are alone. Sit still, breathe from the lower part of your chest, and do not let anyone persuade you that fear is consent.”

The final phrase was not for Arven alone.

Saelis felt it pass between herself and Tressa like a drawn wire. Tressa’s elite body contract remained legal. Its restrictions remained buried beneath language about service, health, privilege, and debt remission. Saelis had once judged her for signing it. The shame of that judgment had not grown smaller merely because Saelis now understood more.

Arven opened his eyes and looked from one woman to the other. “Is this what transference feels like?”

“No,” Tressa said. “A lawful transfer is supposed to preserve continuity, even when the new body resists you. What you are describing sounds like someone placed a locked room inside your mind and has begun opening the door. That is not a diagnosis, but it is a better description than calling you mad.”

Aunett lifted one hand. “Enough. Examiner Dorran, move him to Chamber Seven and initiate a sealed signature comparison. Clerk Halm, clear the surrounding desks and collect every page written by Master Tole during the past ten days. No palace notice is to be sent until I authorize it.”

The last instruction was quiet.

Saelis heard its full weight.

Registry protocol required immediate notice whenever an identity anomaly implicated the imperial household. Aunett had not suggested delay. She had ordered concealment.

Two security officers approached, both wearing grey rather than palace black. Saelis recognized them as Registry staff under Vemric Ardo’s command. One was broad and middle-aged, the other a young woman with a shaved head and silver-thread scars around both wrists. They kept their hands away from their weapons.

Arven stared at the open doorway behind them. “You said no custody decision had been made.”

“It has not,” Saelis replied. “Chamber Seven is an examination room with an interior lock you may control from your side. The officers will remain outside unless you call them or the chamber registers a medical emergency. I will be with you throughout the scan.”

“Will it hurt?”

“The reader itself will not. If the foreign pattern is active, you may experience pressure behind the eyes, involuntary recollection, nausea, or temporary confusion. I will stop the procedure if continuing becomes dangerous.”

Arven looked at Aunett. “And if the scan proves that I carry part of him?”

Aunett answered after a pause. “Then the law will become the least important thing in this building.”

They moved through the hearing hall under hundreds of watching eyes.

Saelis walked beside Arven rather than behind him. The gesture was deliberate. Prisoners were escorted from the rear; patients were accompanied at the side. She did not know which he was becoming in the minds of the people around them, but she refused to let posture decide before evidence did.

Chamber Seven lay within the Registry’s oldest interior ring. Its walls were lined with pale ceramic tiles threaded by silver veins. At the centre stood a reclining examination chair, two witness seats, and a signature reader shaped like a narrow brass arch. The device had been built when magical examiners still drew identity patterns by hand. Newer machines produced faster results, but Saelis trusted the older reader because its mechanisms were visible.

Ivrik Dast waited beside it, sleeves rolled to the elbow. His shaved head gleamed beneath the chamber lamps, and the scar through one eyebrow made his habitual suspicion look permanently etched into his face. Silver stain marked his fingertips from years of handling signature ink.

“You brought me a copyist with delusions of monarchy,” he said. “The preliminary clerk described an imperial fixation, extinct cipher output, and behavioural displacement. He did not describe why Registrar Krail has sealed three corridors and threatened to suspend anyone who sends a routine palace notice.”

Arven flinched.

Saelis stepped between him and the reader. “You will speak about him as a participant while he is standing in the room. He has experienced verifiable memories inconsistent with his legal history, and his preliminary graph contains a secondary structure. I want a manual comparison against the restricted archive, with transmission disabled.”

Ivrik’s blue-black eyes narrowed. “Transmission cannot be disabled from this chamber. The reader sends an integrity copy to the central archive whenever it processes a restricted comparison, and that safeguard exists precisely so individual examiners cannot conceal politically convenient results.”

“Then disconnect the archive conduit.”

“That would break three regulations, damage an imperial seal, and possibly erase the reader’s calibration. You are asking me to commit a career-ending offence before telling me what you believe the pattern is.”

Saelis opened the file and turned the preliminary graph toward him.

Ivrik looked down.

The argument left his face.

At first glance Arven’s signature appeared ordinary: a dense central knot representing continuity of consciousness, surrounded by looping marks associated with long-term memory, body attachment, and magical response. Beneath it ran a second geometry, faint as a watermark. Twelve sharp intersections formed a crown-like sequence around a fractured central line.

Ivrik did not touch the paper.

“Where did this come from?” he asked. “Do not tell me the machine generated it without contamination, because that secondary pattern is impossible. It resembles a split signature, but split signatures collapse within minutes unless both bodies remain inside a synchronized field.”

Arven gripped the back of the witness chair. “Am I dying?”

Ivrik looked at him fully then, and some of his vanity gave way to professional discipline. “Not from anything visible in this graph. The stronger pattern is yours, stable and continuous over decades, while the secondary structure appears dormant except at several memory junctions. I cannot promise safety until I know whether those junctions are expanding, but you are not being erased while we stand here.”

“Can you remove it?”

“I do not know what it is, so anyone who promises removal is either a liar or a butcher. Sit in the chair, keep both hands on the rests, and tell me immediately if you feel a memory that is not your own. I will begin at one quarter strength and increase only with your consent.”

Arven lowered himself into the chair.

The security officers remained outside. Aunett took one witness seat. Tressa had been ordered back to the hall, though Saelis suspected she would spend the next hour collecting far more than written pages. Tressa’s curiosity had survived every body and every contract.

Ivrik drew the chamber curtain across the observation window, then knelt beside a floor panel and removed two screws.

“I am not disconnecting anything,” he said. “I am inspecting the conduit for damage before beginning a restricted scan, which is responsible practice. If the conduit happens to be removed during inspection, the reader may retain results locally until repair is complete.”

Aunett folded her hands. “Your commitment to regulation is moving.”

“My commitment to remaining alive is stronger,” Ivrik replied. “If this pattern is what it appears to be, the palace will not thank us for discovering it. The palace will thank us for forgetting.”

He pulled a silver wire from its socket.

The lamps inside the brass arch dimmed, then returned with a warmer glow.

Saelis stood at Arven’s left shoulder. “We are beginning at one quarter strength. You may stop the scan by saying stop, lifting either hand, or pressing your heel against the floor plate. You do not need to justify the decision.”

Arven nodded. “Begin before courage becomes another thing I only remember possessing.”

Ivrik turned the first dial.

Silver light descended from the arch and settled across Arven’s skull like a translucent veil. His legal signature appeared on the ceramic wall opposite the chair, projected in lines of blue-white fire. Saelis had seen thousands of signatures. Each looked abstract until one learned to read the history inside it: childhood illness, trauma, transfer, memory loss, magical training, bodily rejection. Arven’s pattern showed no prior transfer. Its central knot was compact and unusually stable.

Then the second structure brightened.

Twelve intersections.

A fractured central line.

A branching spiral identical in proportion to a restricted graph Saelis had seen only once—attached to Kerron Auvray’s name in a file that officially did not exist.

Her breath caught.

Ivrik’s hand froze over the controls. Aunett leaned forward, all weariness gone from her eyes.

Arven whispered, “The curtain.”

Saelis looked toward the covered window.

“What about it?” she asked. “Are you seeing this chamber, or another room?”

“The man in green is behind the curtain. I know he is there because he has stopped breathing, and he thinks silence makes him invisible. Selvara told him which passage to use. She told him my guards would face the petitioners when the bells rang.”

“You are safe in Chamber Seven. There is no man behind the curtain, and the only people inside are those you saw enter. Stay with my voice and describe what your body feels now.”

“My chest is tight. My left hand is cold. There is a blade entering below my ribs, but nothing has touched me, and I can smell crushed roses on the floor. I hate roses. No—I loved them when Nadreth was a child, because she put the petals in my sleeves and believed I could make them bloom again.”

Aunett stood.

Saelis heard it too: the name.

Not Princess Nadreth. Not the imperial heir. Nadreth as a child.

Arven’s head turned toward the registrar, though his eyes were unfocused. “You are not Selvara. Selvara died before the second winter campaign, and I ordered her name removed because I could not bear to see it. Why do you wear the angle of her jaw?”

“I do not,” Aunett said. “Your memory is placing resemblance where it expects meaning. Keep speaking, because the details may help you remain separate from it.”

The secondary signature flared.

Ivrik swore and reached for the reduction dial.

Arven’s back arched against the chair. His hands lifted, fingers spread as if gripping invisible armrests. The chamber filled with the metallic scent that preceded magical overload.

“Stop the scan,” Saelis ordered.

“I am trying,” Ivrik said. “The reader is drawing power from the subject instead of the chamber. The secondary structure has linked itself to the projection field, and if I cut the current suddenly it may tear through the memory junctions.”

Arven’s eyes opened.

They were still pale. No bodily change had occurred. Yet Saelis felt the room tilt beneath the certainty of the gaze fixed upon her.

“Saelis Dorran,” he said.

She had not given him her full name during the episode.

“You have been searching for my divided blood without understanding what it is,” he continued. “You found the courier and mistook recognition for affection, though perhaps those are the same weakness under different laws. Bring him to me, and I will tell you which memories belong to the man you love.”

Kerron.

The word did not leave Arven’s mouth, but Saelis heard it inside the threat.

She placed both palms against the sides of his face, forcing his attention toward her. His skin was cold and damp.

“Listen to me, Arven Tole,” she said. “Your name is Arven Tole. You learned copying from your aunt Jesra, you live above a baker on Mallow Street, you dislike boiled turnips, and you repair your own shoes because you do not trust the cobbler near the south canal. Those facts are in your file because they belong to the life you chose and lived. Whatever memory is speaking through you does not own your mouth.”

For a moment nothing changed.

Then Arven blinked.

Tears spilled sideways into his hair.

“My aunt struck my knuckles when I blotted a page,” he gasped. “The baker starts kneading before dawn, and the floor shakes above the ovens. My right boot leaks in rain because I patched the sole too thin.”

“That is correct. Continue.”

“I have a daughter in Veyr, and she writes only when she needs money, but I keep every letter. I was married for eleven years, and my wife left because she said silence had become the third person at our table. I have never been inside the palace.”

The secondary structure dimmed.

Ivrik reduced the power by slow degrees. The silver projection collapsed inward until only Arven’s legal signature remained, trembling faintly on the wall.

No one spoke until the last light vanished.

Arven sagged against the chair. Saelis checked his pulse, pupils, breathing, and hand temperature. His left hand slowly regained colour.

Ivrik stared at the blank wall.

“That was not body memory,” he said. “Body memory does not produce a coherent secondary signature, and stolen recollections do not address examiners by name unless the carrier already knows them. Something inside him recognized you.”

Aunett’s gaze stayed on Arven. “Do not use the word something as though he contains an animal. Whatever the secondary structure is, it is linked to a consciousness pattern, and our language will shape how quickly frightened officials decide the carrier is disposable.”

Ivrik’s mouth flattened. “My language is not the greatest danger in this room. The pattern bears a partial resemblance to a restricted imperial sequence, and it also resembles the courier’s graph you made me compare months ago. If the reader had transmitted the scan, palace security would already be sealing the building.”

Saelis removed her hands from Arven only when she was certain he could hold his head upright.

“Did the pattern store locally?” she asked.

“Yes. I can extract one physical plate and erase the chamber copy, but the calibration log will show interruption. Anyone auditing the reader will know we concealed a restricted result.”

“Then we have very little time,” Aunett said. “Master Tole cannot return to the public hall, and he cannot be moved through an exterior corridor without attracting attention. We will place him in the adjoining recovery room while Examiner Dorran prepares a medical hold under Registry authority.”

Arven’s eyes sharpened with renewed fear. “A hold is custody with softer furniture. You told me I could control the lock, and I agreed to a scan, not confinement. Do not turn my consent into a door that only opens from your side.”

Saelis felt the rebuke land where it should.

“You are right,” she said. “The recovery room can be locked from within, and you may refuse the medical hold. I need to explain the risks before you decide, because leaving now may expose you to whoever has access to restricted signature alerts. Remaining here may expose you to the Registry itself.”

Arven studied her. “Which danger would you choose?”

“For myself, I would remain until I understood who knew about the scan. For you, I cannot make that choice without repeating the exact abuse I claim to oppose. I can provide the facts, arrange an advocate, and stay nearby, but the decision must be yours.”

Aunett’s eyes flicked toward Saelis, unreadable.

Arven breathed slowly. “I will remain for one hour. During that hour, I want a written statement that I am here voluntarily, that no transfer or memory procedure may be performed without renewed consent, and that the door remains under my control. I also want a message sent to my daughter that contains no medical details, because she will sell the information to a newspaper if she thinks it valuable.”

Despite everything, Ivrik almost smiled. “You are certainly a Registry copyist.”

“I have spent thirty-one years learning that a sentence is a weapon used most often by people who insist it is merely administrative. Write exactly what I asked, and do not improve the wording.”

Saelis prepared the statement herself.

Arven read every line twice. He corrected one ambiguous pronoun, crossed out the phrase for his protection, and replaced it with at his voluntary request. Only then did he sign.

The adjoining recovery room was small but comfortable, with a narrow couch, washbasin, writing desk, and one high window opening onto an interior lightwell. Saelis checked the lock with him. It turned from the inside and had no exterior key mechanism, though emergency hinges could be removed by security.

“I will return in less than twenty minutes,” she told him. “Do not open the door for anyone except me, Registrar Krail, or Examiner Dast unless you independently choose to do so. If you experience another episode, pull the blue cord beside the desk, not the red one, because the red cord summons armed security.”

Arven sat at the writing desk. His shoulders had bent again, but now the familiar posture looked fragile rather than ordinary.

“Examiner Dorran, the voice knew about the courier,” he said. “I do not know which thought was mine and which belonged to it, but when it spoke of him, I felt grief before I felt anger. The grief was old enough to seem like architecture.”

Saelis kept her hand on the doorframe. “Did you see Kerron’s face?”

“No. I saw many faces arranged around an empty place. The voice believed one of them had been stolen, but it could not remember which.”

“Did it believe Kerron was part of itself?”

Arven looked down at his ink-stained hands. “It believed the difference between part and son had become politically inconvenient.”

Saelis left him with water, paper, and the signed copy of his conditions.

In the examination chamber, Ivrik had removed a thin crystal plate from the reader and wrapped it in black cloth. Aunett stood beside the disconnected conduit, speaking in a voice too low to carry through the closed door.

“We cannot use the central archive,” she said. “We cannot notify the palace, and we cannot trust the ordinary medical division. There are three physicians in the capital capable of distinguishing fragmentation from advanced identity drift, and two are employed directly by Vaustian.”

“The third is Myrce Ravel,” Saelis said.

Ivrik’s expression soured. “Ravel helped create half the procedures now prohibited by the other half. She is brilliant, soothing, and incapable of seeing a moral boundary until someone paints measurements on it. Inviting her here may be safer than informing the palace, but that is a low standard.”

Aunett looked at Saelis. “You have dealt with her before.”

“Only through displaced-person cases. She stabilized two victims whose memories had been layered during illegal storage, and she testified against an auction physician when no one else could explain the damage. She also asked one victim whether terror had improved her mnemonic retention, as if curiosity excused the question.”

“Contact her discreetly,” Aunett said. “Do not tell her the full signature pattern until she is inside a controlled room.”

Saelis folded her arms. “Before I contact anyone, you will tell me why you violated protocol without hesitation. You recognized the danger before I showed Ivrik the graph, and you were not surprised when Master Tole addressed you as someone dead. This is not the first dormant secondary signature you have seen.”

Aunett’s face became still.

Ivrik looked between them, suddenly attentive.

“This is not the place,” Aunett said. “The conduit may be disconnected, but the chamber walls carry old listening channels, and Vemric’s officers are immediately outside. We will discuss what I know after Master Tole is secured and the public records have been contained.”

“No,” Saelis replied. “You do not get to decide that ignorance is safer for me after placing me in front of a man who spoke with the emperor’s memories. You knew enough to suppress notice, and that choice may already have made every person in this room a target. Give me the minimum truth required to judge the risk.”

Aunett held her gaze for several seconds.

Then she said, “I have seen secondary structures that resemble the imperial sequence. I have altered records to keep their carriers out of palace custody, and I have never seen one awaken this completely. That is the minimum truth, and it is more dangerous than you understand.”

Ivrik went very quiet. “How many?”

Aunett did not answer him.

A hard knock sounded from the corridor.

The young security officer opened the outer door just enough to speak through the gap. “Registrar Krail, Director Ardo has arrived. He says a restricted alert appeared in the central system despite the severed conduit, and palace security has requested immediate access to Chamber Seven.”

Ivrik looked at the empty conduit socket. “That is impossible.”

Saelis thought of the signature reader’s warm returning glow after the wire had been pulled. Not a machine cut off from power. A machine drawing from somewhere else.

“Where is Director Ardo now?” Aunett asked.

“Two corridors away. He ordered palace security held at the public entrance until he speaks with you, but they brought an imperial warrant.”

Aunett took the wrapped crystal plate from Ivrik and handed it to Saelis. “Put this where no signature reader will scan it. Then return to Master Tole and do not let anyone move him without his consent.”

Saelis slipped the plate into the inner pocket of her coat.

A bell rang from the recovery room.

Not the blue cord.

The red emergency alarm.

Saelis reached the door first. The lock remained turned from within.

“Master Tole,” she called. “This is Saelis Dorran. Tell me whether you want the door opened, and tell me what is happening inside.”

No answer came.

The red bell continued its harsh mechanical ringing.

She pressed her ear to the wood. At first she heard nothing. Then came a faint dragging sound, followed by three slow knocks from the other side.

“Arven, answer me. I will not enter without your permission unless I have reason to believe you are unconscious or dying. Say any word you can.”

A whisper reached her through the door.

“He remembers you.”

The voice was Arven’s, but the tone carried the same impossible authority as before.

Then something struck the floor.

Saelis stepped back. “Remove the emergency hinges.”

The officers moved immediately. Metal pins slid free under a hooked tool. The door tilted outward, still locked, and four people lowered it away from the frame.

The recovery room beyond was empty.

For one disorienting second Saelis thought Arven had vanished.

Then she saw his shoes beneath the writing desk.

He lay folded in the narrow space between the desk and wall, one arm trapped beneath him. No weapon was visible. No second person could have hidden in the room. The high window remained latched from inside, and the lightwell beyond was too narrow for a body to pass.

Saelis dropped to her knees.

Arven’s eyes were open. His skin was grey. A single line of blood ran from his left nostril to his upper lip.

She pressed her fingers to his throat.

Nothing.

“Get a physician,” she ordered. “Do not touch the desk, the window, the cords, or the papers. Seal both ends of the corridor, and record the name of every person who crossed either threshold after we entered Chamber Seven.”

Ivrik knelt opposite her and placed silver-stained fingertips against Arven’s temples. His face changed.

“There is no active memory field,” he said. “Not weakened—absent. The secondary structure has been stripped from the neural junctions, and part of his own memory architecture went with it.”

“Can that kill him?”

“It can stop autonomic continuity if the extraction crosses the wrong pathways. Whoever did this knew exactly where the foreign pattern was attached and removed it through the wall, the floor, or the reader connection. This was not an episode. This was harvesting.”

Aunett stood at the centre of the room, looking at the latched window and intact walls.

On the desk lay the statement Arven had signed. Beneath it was a fresh sheet of paper.

Three words had been written in black ink.

BRING ME HOME.

Saelis did not touch the page.

She studied the angle of the letters, the pressure marks, and the ink pooling at the end of each stroke. The handwriting was Arven’s. The cipher was not.

A shadow filled the open doorway.

Vemric Ardo had arrived.

He wore the dark-grey uniform of Registry Security rather than palace black. The body he inhabited had been chosen for endurance and pain resistance: broad through the chest, blunt-featured, close-cut dark hair, hands scarred at the knuckles. His hazel eyes were gentler than the rest of him, which made his stillness more unsettling.

He took in the removed door, Arven’s body, Saelis kneeling beside it, and the untouched page on the desk.

“No one leaves this corridor,” he said. “No message leaves the building, no signature plate is moved, and no person connected to this examination is questioned without a complete witness record. Palace officers are waiting downstairs with a warrant, but until I determine whether the threat came from outside or within my own security division, this Registry is under internal seal.”

Saelis rose slowly.

“Master Tole remained by voluntary agreement,” she said. “He controlled the lock, the window was latched, and the room was empty when we entered. His secondary signature has been removed, and the extraction appears to have killed him.”

Vemric’s gaze shifted to the writing on the desk.

“Who knew he was here?”

“Everyone in the hearing hall saw us move him, but only a few people knew what the reader found. Registrar Krail, Examiner Dast, Clerk Halm, the two corridor officers, and me.”

“And the palace?”

“The reader was disconnected before the restricted comparison.”

Ivrik stood. “A restricted alert appeared anyway. Either the machine possesses a hidden transmission path, or someone triggered the alert using data obtained before disconnection.”

Vemric looked at him. “Which explanation frightens you more?”

“The hidden path suggests surveillance. The second suggests that one of us sent it.”

Vemric














