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Chapter 1

The coldness was the first thing that returned to me. It did not arrive as a gradual sensation, but as a sharp, unrelenting pressure pressed against the right side of my face. I lay still for several seconds, my eyes closed, trying to orient myself in a space that felt entirely flat. The surface beneath me was hard and smooth, divided by thin, rough channels that scraped against my cheek whenever I shifted my weight. It was light gray porcelain tile, and the rough channels were the grout lines.

I opened my eyes. The sterile, white light from the under-cabinet LEDs above the kitchen counter beat down on me, casting sharp, clinical shadows across the floor. My vision was blurred, the edges of the room doubling and shaking as if viewed through water. A dull, rhythmic throb began behind my temples, a heavy ache that pulsed in sync with the rapid beating of my heart.

When I tried to push myself up, my hands did not cooperate. They felt stiff, restricted by a dry, paper-like coating that cracked as my fingers flexed. I lifted my right hand toward my face, squinting to bring it into focus.

The skin was entirely covered in a dark, rust-colored crust. It had dried into the deep creases of my palms, flaking off in tiny, dark-crimson scales where my joints bent. Under my fingernails, the substance was packed thick and black, resembling a morbid variation of clay. I turned my left hand over; it was the same. A heavy, sweet, metallic scent hung in the air around me, thick enough that I could taste the copper on the back of my tongue.

Panic, cold and sharp, flooded my chest. I scrambled backward, my heels sliding uselessly on the smooth porcelain until my spine collided with the baseboard of the kitchen island. The impact rattled my teeth, but it forced my lungs to expand. I tore at the collar of my knit shirt, my stiff, stained fingers fumbling with the fabric as I pulled it down to inspect my collarbones, my chest, my torso.

I expected to find a deep, yawning laceration. I expected the wet warmth of an active wound. But as my fingers traced the pale skin of my ribs, I found nothing. My skin was intact. There was no pain in my chest, no tear in the fabric of my clothes that would account for the volume of blood drying on my skin. I ran my hands down my thighs, checking my legs, but they were whole.

The only physical mark on my body, aside from the phantom ache in my head, was a faint, yellowing bruise on my left forearm. It was shaped like the crescent curve of a thumb, already fading into a dull, mustard hue. It was an old injury, several days old at least. The blood coating my hands did not belong to me.

The silence of the apartment was absolute, broken only by the low, almost imperceptible hum of the climate control system buried within the walls. I stared at the dark red smudges I had left on the pristine gray tile where my hands had rested. They looked like abstract brushstrokes, dark and deliberate against the sterile perfection of the room. As a graphic designer, my mind automatically tried to categorize the color—a deep, desaturated maroon, almost black where the layer was thickest. It was the exact hue of oxidized iron.

I needed to find my phone.

I crawled forward on my hands and knees, keeping my palms slightly cupped to avoid scraping more of the dried crust onto the floor. The polished quartz surface of the kitchen island loomed above me like a monolithic block of white stone. Resting near the edge, its dark glass screen reflecting the overhead LED strip, was my smartphone.

I reached up, my trembling fingers leaving faint, dusty red smudges on the polished quartz as I grabbed the device. I pressed my thumb against the biometric scanner. The haptic engine gave a brief, double-vibration, and the screen illuminated, casting a pale blue light over my face.

My eyes strained to read the numbers. The digital clock in the center of the screen read 08:14 AM. Beneath the time, the date was clearly displayed.

October 14, 2026.

I stared at the numbers, waiting for them to shift, waiting for my brain to correct what had to be a visual distortion. I blinked, rubbing my eyes with the back of my clean wrist, but the pixels remained stubbornly in place. October 14, 2026.

A cold sweat broke out along the back of my neck.

The last clear memory I possessed—the final, definitive anchor of my existence—was the evening of October 14, 2025. I remembered the exact temperature of the air that night. I remembered the smell of the damp asphalt outside my office, the taste of the bitter, lukewarm coffee I had drained before packing my laptop bag, and the heavy, suffocating anxiety of drafting the final separation papers for David. I had sat at my desk, looking at the digital calendar on my monitor, confirming that the year was 2025.

Now, the screen in my hand insisted that twelve months had passed.

I searched my mind, desperate to find a bridge across the chasm. I looked for any fragment, any sensory scrap of the missing year. I tried to conjure the biting cold of the winter that should have happened, the green of the spring, the stifling heat of the summer. There was nothing. My memory did not feel like a faded photograph; it felt like a sheer cliff face that ended abruptly in a dark, hollow void. Three hundred and sixty-five days had been systematically excised from my consciousness, leaving only a clean, terrifying gap.

I pressed my back against the kitchen island, my knees pulled tightly to my chest as I fought the urge to hyperventilate. The phone felt incredibly heavy in my hand. My index finger hovered over the emergency call shortcut on the lock screen. All I had to do was slide my finger to the right, and a dispatcher would answer. I could tell them I was hurt, that I was confused, that I didn’t know where I was or what had happened to me.

But as my finger touched the glass, a colder, more analytical survival instinct took over, overriding the immediate panic.

I looked down at my hands. The dried blood had settled into the fine lines of my skin, mapping the anatomy of my palms in dark red ink. I looked at the dark smears on the kitchen floor, the subtle red dust trailing from the spot where I had woken up.

If I called the police now, they would arrive at a hyper-modern, high-security apartment to find a woman covered in someone else’s blood, claiming she could not remember the last year of her life. They would not see a victim; they would see a suspect who had run out of options. In their eyes, my amnesia would look like a convenient, fabricated defense. Without answers, without knowing whose blood was currently flaking off my skin, calling them was a form of surrender.

I needed to clean myself first. I needed to look at my surroundings, assess the damage, and find out what had happened in this apartment before the sun rose.

I forced myself to stand, using the edge of the quartz counter to support my weight. My legs felt weak, like hollow tubes of paper, and my balance shifted dangerously before I stabilized myself. The apartment was pristine, almost aggressively so. The minimalist furniture was arranged with geometric precision, the grey wool sofa perfectly aligned with the low-profile television console. The floor-to-ceiling windows were covered by heavy, motorized charcoal drapes that blocked out the morning light, leaving the interior entirely dependent on the artificial glow of the smart-home lighting.

Everything about the space felt sterile, devoid of the clutter that usually accumulated in a home. It looked like a rendering from an architectural magazine, beautiful but uninhabitable.

I took a slow, deliberate breath, trying to steady the shaking in my hands. I had to wash the blood away before it could stain the light gray grout permanently, and before I lost the courage to look at my own reflection. Holding my hands away from my sides, I walked slowly toward the hallway that led to the master bathroom, leaving a faint trail of dark flakes on the floor behind me.




Chapter 2

The master bathroom welcomed me with the silence of a tomb. The door, a heavy slab of matte gray wood that slid into a pocket in the wall, clicked shut with a soft, magnetic snap, locking me inside a chamber of stark white marble and harsh, shadowless light. Two rectangular vanity mirrors hung over a double trough sink carved from a single block of dark granite, their integrated LED borders casting a cold, blue-white glare that made my skin look paper-thin. I approached the basin slowly, my feet numb against the unheated stone tiles, and reached for the matte black faucet. The metal felt ice-cold beneath my palms, but I forced the lever all the way to the left, demanding the maximum heat the building’s central boiler could provide.

The pipe in the wall groaned, a low, vibrating hum that traveled up through the stone basin before the water finally sputtered to life. At first, it ran clear and freezing, but within seconds, a plume of steam began to rise from the drain, carrying with it the sharp, mineral tang of hot copper. I held my hands beneath the scalding stream, flinching as the heat hit the dry, cracked skin of my knuckles. Under the cold glow of the vanity, the crimson residue looked almost black, like dried lacquer. It had settled deep into the microscopic whorls of my fingerprints, charting a terrifying map of my own skin. I held my fingers up, turning them to let the light catch the texture. The blood had dried in uneven layers; some areas were thin and flaky, while others, particularly around the cuticles and the webs of my fingers, were thick and cracked, resembling dried mud in a drought-stricken riverbed. My graphic designer’s eye, trained to notice the smallest deviations in color and texture, identified the distinct purple-brown undertone that only comes with older, deoxygenated blood. It had been on my skin for hours, perhaps even half a day.

The dried crust didn’t dissolve immediately; it softened slowly under the running water, turning into a thick, dark syrup that pooled in the hollow of my palms before sliding down the drain in ribbons of pale pink and deep burgundy. I watched the water swirl, fascinated and horrified by how easily the physical evidence of whatever had occurred was swept away into the dark, subterranean plumbing of the high-rise. On the edge of the granite basin sat a small, stiff-bristled brush with a black wooden handle. I grabbed it, my fingers slick with wet residue, and began to scrub. I dragged the hard nylon bristles over my skin, scraping the dried flakes from my knuckles, the creases of my palms, and the sensitive skin around my wrists. I worked with a frantic, rhythmic intensity, pressing down until the friction turned my flesh a violent, stinging red. When I reached my fingernails, I dug the bristles beneath the tips, ignoring the sharp pain as the brush scraped against the quick. More pink water sprayed against the white marble backsplash, leaving tiny, dotted patterns that I immediately wiped away with a damp towel. I scrubbed until the skin felt raw, until the smell of iron was replaced by the artificial, clean scent of the liquid soap I pumped repeatedly from the black dispenser.

Once my hands were clean, or at least stripped of the visible stains, I turned my attention to my clothes. The gray sweatshirt was heavy, made of a dense, premium cotton loopback that felt completely unfamiliar against my skin. I reached down to find the hem, my fingers catching on a small, embroidered designer logo near the hip—a minimalist geometric emblem I had never seen before. I pulled the sweatshirt over my head, the thick fabric scraping against my face and leaving a faint trace of laundry detergent and old sweat in my nose. Beneath it, I wore a pair of high-waisted black leggings, thick and opaque, which clung tightly to my legs. As I peeled them off, I checked the interior tags; they were marked with a high-end activewear brand, sized slightly smaller than what I usually wore. Both garments were pristine except for a few dark, stiffened splatters across the chest of the sweatshirt and a single, elongated smear along the left thigh of the leggings.

A small, black plastic trash bag sat lined inside the vanity’s recessed waste bin. I pulled the bag free, shook it open, and stuffed the soiled clothes inside, pressing them down to the bottom to minimize the volume. My breath came in short, shallow gasps as I tied a tight double knot in the plastic, sealing the scent of iron and sweat inside. I stood there naked for a long moment, shivering in the draft created by the bathroom’s silent ventilation intake, before turning to face the vanity mirror. I had avoided my reflection for as long as I could, but the glass demanded my attention, reflecting a stranger who wore my features like a poorly fitted mask.

The face staring back at me was transitionally mine, yet it was subtly, unnervingly altered. My cheekbones stood out in sharp, hollow relief, the soft fullness I remembered from the previous autumn completely gone, leaving my jawline looking harsh and brittle. My dark hair, which I had kept in a neat, shoulder-length bob for years, now fell past my collarbones in tangled, uneven waves, the ends dry and split. The most jarring change, however, was in my eyes. The pupils were wide, swallowed by the dark irises, and the surrounding whites were webbed with tiny, broken red vessels. There was a hollow, haunted look in my expression, a deep-seated exhaustion that didn’t belong to someone who had simply slept poorly. It was the look of someone who had spent months living on the edge of a precipice, and as I stared into those unfamiliar eyes, I realized with a sickening jolt that I did not know the person who had occupied this body for the last three hundred and sixty-five days.

I stood before the mirror, letting my hands trace the contours of my ribs. I turned slowly, checking my shoulders, my ribcage, the soft curve of my waist. There were no lacerations, no puncture wounds, not even a scratch to explain the volume of blood that had coated my hands. The only mark on my body was a faint, yellowing bruise on the inner aspect of my left forearm, roughly the size of a thumbprint. It looked several days old, the edges fading into a pale, sickly green. I touched it gently, pressing down until a dull, deep ache radiated up to my elbow. It was an old injury, a remnant of some forgotten physical interaction from the blank year, but it offered no answers to the current mystery. The blood on my hands was entirely alien.

I reached into the adjacent glass-fronted cabinet and pulled out a heavy, charcoal-colored robe. The fabric was dense and soft, wrapping around me like a protective layer of armor as I tied the belt tight around my waist. Before I could begin my search of the rest of the apartment, I had to address the trail I had left behind. I returned to the threshold of the bathroom and the kitchen, kneeling on the hard oak floor with a damp microfiber cloth. I wiped away the tiny, dark crimson flakes that had fallen from my hands as I walked. Each swipe of the cloth left a faint, gray-brown smudge on the pale wood, which I quickly buffed out with a dry section of the fabric until the surface was pristine again. I worked with a clinical precision, my eyes skimming the floorboards for any missed speck. The physical labor served as a temporary anchor, keeping the rising tide of hysteria at bay while my brain struggled to process the sheer scale of my reality.

Once the floor was clean, I stood up and began to navigate the apartment, my eyes scanning every corner for clues that might explain the missing year. The space was laid out exactly as I remembered, yet almost every decorative element had been altered, refined into a sterile version of my original aesthetic. The colorful graphic design prints I had spent years collecting and framing were gone, replaced by large, abstract canvases in muted tones of gray, beige, and slate. On the wall near the hallway, the smart-home control panel glowed with a soft, ambient blue. I stepped closer, my fingers hovering over the glass screen. The display showed the internal temperature—sixty-eight degrees—and the status of the security system, which was currently set to “Disarmed.” I tried to tap the log history icon, hoping to see when the door had been opened or closed, but the screen flickered, displaying a small lock icon and demanding a four-digit PIN. I tried my old birthday, then the day of my wedding, but both attempts resulted in a soft, red flash and a message: Access Denied. One Attempt Remaining. Fearing I would lock myself out of my own home’s system, I pulled my hand back. The apartment was a high-tech fortress, and I was currently locked on the wrong side of its defenses.

In the living area, I approached the low-profile walnut coffee table. Stacked neatly on its polished surface were three massive art books, their heavy, matte-coated jackets pristine and free of dust. I knelt on the wool rug, my fingers tracing the silver-foiled typography on the spine of the top volume—a retrospective on brutalist architecture. As a graphic designer, I couldn’t help but notice the meticulous grid alignment of the cover layout, but the appreciation was instantly swallowed by a sense of profound alienation; I had never bought these books. I flipped open the cover of the architectural volume, hoping to find a handwritten dedication, a receipt, or even a simple pencil mark, but the heavy paper pages were clean and stiff, resisting my touch as if they had never been read. The apartment was filled with these expensive, silent objects, each one representing a lifestyle I had apparently lived but could not remember.

I stood up and moved toward the kitchen, my gaze drawn to the polished quartz island that dominated the center of the room. At the far end, adjacent to the pantry door, sat a high-end espresso machine that looked more like a piece of industrial laboratory equipment than a kitchen appliance. It was constructed of polished stainless steel, its dual brass pressure gauges catching the cool light of the under-cabinet LEDs. Beside it sat a small knock-box filled with dry, molded coffee pucks—a clear sign that the machine had been used frequently, though I had never mastered the complex art of pulling manual espresso shots. Every corner of the kitchen spoke of a meticulous, expensive routine that did not belong to the Linda Anderson who had gone to sleep on October 14, 2025.

As I stepped closer to the island, a faint, crystalline reflection from the stainless-steel kitchen sink caught my eye. I walked over and looked down into the deep basin, my heart hammering against my ribs. Sitting near the black rubber collar of the garbage disposal was a cluster of clear, thick glass shards, the remnants of a highball glass that had shattered with considerable force. The pieces were clean, but as I bent down to examine them, I noticed one large, curved shard wedged firmly between the disposal’s metal teeth. I reached in carefully, my fingers trembling as I grasped the sharp edge of the glass and pulled it free. The glass was a heavy, lead-crystal highball tumbler, the kind David had always preferred for his evening scotch. The impact must have been violent; the glass had not merely cracked, but shattered into dozens of tiny, razor-sharp splinters that scattered across the stainless steel. I used a damp paper towel to carefully collect the smallest fragments, wrapping them tightly before throwing them into the trash. The large shard I had retrieved from the disposal was the base of the glass, its thick, heavy bottom intact. I examined the break line. It was clean and sharp, indicating a sudden, forceful strike against a hard surface—like the edge of the quartz island or the metal basin itself. If there had been a struggle, this glass had likely been the first casualty. There was no liquid left on the surface, but when I held it up to my nose, I detected the faint, medicinal scent of tonic water and a trace of something herbal, like gin.

My eyes drifted from the sink to the wooden knife block resting on the counter to the right of the stove. It was a solid block of dark walnut, holding a professional set of Japanese carbon-steel knives. The knives were a set of custom-made Damascus steel blades I had purchased during our first year of marriage—a rare moment of shared enthusiasm between David and me. Each knife was perfectly balanced, with a dark, layered steel pattern that resembled flowing water. The eight-inch carving knife was the centerpiece of the collection, designed for slicing through heavy cuts of meat with minimal effort. Its empty slot gaped like a missing tooth in a healthy smile.

I stepped closer, my gaze locking onto the dark wood. I leaned down, bringing my face within inches of the block, and squinted under the bright LED lights. There, resting on the smooth, pale lip of the empty slot, was a tiny, dried smear of dark crimson. It was no larger than a grain of rice, but in the sterile context of the kitchen, it screamed of violence. My stomach lurched, a wave of nausea washing over me as the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. The blood on my hands, the shattered glass in the sink, the missing knife—this wasn’t the aftermath of a psychological breakdown. This was a crime scene.

The exterior intercom monitor had glitched briefly when I walked past, capturing Nancy’s gossipy voice echoing in the hallway as she spoke to the maintenance man. ‘I saw her sister, Susan, coming up the elevator late last night… I didn’t see her log out.’ If Susan had come to this apartment, and if she had never left, the blood on my hands was likely hers. The realization settled over me like a suffocating shroud, making it difficult to draw a full breath. Susan and I had not spoken in three years, our relationship fractured beyond repair after a series of bitter, public arguments that had left me feeling isolated and betrayed. Susan had always been the golden child, or at least she had spent her entire life trying to convince the world she was. She was highly ambitious, possessing a sharp, ruthless drive that I had always found exhausting. Our estrangement hadn’t been a sudden explosion, but rather a slow, agonizing erosion of trust, culminating in a bitter dispute over our mother’s estate. We had cut ties completely. Yet, according to Nancy, Susan had bypassed security and come up to my apartment late last night. Why? What could possibly bring my estranged sister to my door after years of silence? And why had she looked so agitated?

More importantly, what had I done to her? I stared at the empty knife slot, my mind spinning through a dozen terrifying scenarios, each one ending with my hands covered in her blood. I had to hide the clothes. The plastic bag in the bathroom was a ticking clock, a physical anchor that would drag me down the moment anyone else entered this apartment. I picked up the wedged glass shard, placed it carefully alongside the other pieces in the sink, and walked back to the master bathroom. I grabbed the heavy, knotted trash bag, its black plastic crinkling loudly in the quiet of the apartment, and carried it into the master bedroom. The bedroom was as sterile as the rest of the space, dominated by a king-sized platform bed made up with crisp, charcoal-colored linens. At the far side of the room, a pair of smoked-glass sliding doors led into a walk-in closet.

I slid the closet door open, the mechanism gliding with a silent, oiled smoothness. The closet was a spacious, walk-in design, lined with custom cedar shelving that smelled of wood shavings and lavender sachets. Inside, rows of designer clothing hung in neat, color-coded sections—silks, wools, and structured jackets in a monochrome palette of black, gray, and cream. On the lower shelves sat dozens of pairs of shoes, arranged with mathematical precision. As I knelt on the plush gray carpet, pushing aside the heavy leather boots, my hands brushed against the soft suede of a pair of pumps I had never seen before. I picked one up, inspecting the label inside the heel. It was a designer brand, costing more than I used to make in a week of freelance design work. There were several pairs like this—pristine, expensive, and completely out of character for the woman I had been a year ago. It felt as though someone had taken my life, stripped away the rough edges, and replaced them with a carefully curated, high-status facade. Was this David’s doing? Had he remodeled my life while my mind was blank?

I crawled toward the deepest, darkest corner of the closet, behind a stack of seasonal storage boxes, and pushed the black plastic bag into the narrow gap between the wooden shelving unit and the drywall. I pulled the boots back into place, ensuring they perfectly aligned with the rest of the row, and stood up, my knees shaking. The evidence was hidden for now, but the empty space in the knife block and the lingering smell of copper in the bathroom remained, silent witnesses to a night I could not remember.




Chapter 3

The heavy, suffocating silence of the apartment rushed back the moment I stepped out of the walk-in closet. I stood in the center of the master bedroom, my knees still trembling, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. The room around me felt less like a home and more like a high-end showroom, sterile and completely devoid of the cluttered, creative energy that had characterized my life before the blank year. I looked at the bed, its charcoal-gray linens pulled tight without a single wrinkle, and felt a profound wave of alienation. I did not belong here. Yet, my body was here, my clothes were here, and my hands had just been washed of someone else’s blood in the bathroom only yards away.

I walked toward the full-length mirror mounted on the closet door, forcing myself to look at my reflection under the soft, recessed ceiling lights. My face was thinner, the sharp angles of my jaw and collarbone more pronounced than I remembered. My dark hair was longer, falling past my shoulders in straight, sleek lines instead of the messy, chin-length bob I had kept for years. I reached up, my fingertips brushing the cool glass of the mirror, then tracing the contour of my cheek. I looked like myself, but a colder, more polished version. It was as if someone had taken my physical form and refined it, stripping away the soft edges and the familiar, comfortable flaws.

Before I could process the physical changes, a sharp, digital chime pierced the quiet of the apartment.

The sound was a high-pitched, tri-tone sequence that reverberated off the bare, polished porcelain floors of the hallway. It was designed to be modern and unintrusive, but in the tense silence, it sounded like an explosion. My entire body went rigid. I held my breath, waiting, hoping it was a random system alert or a mistake.

The chime rang again, louder this time, followed by the soft hum of the wall-mounted smart-home panel near the entryway.

I forced my feet to move, my bare soles making no sound against the cool hardwood as I left the bedroom. Each step felt incredibly heavy, as if I were wading through deep water. The apartment’s layout was simple but expansive, a wide-open floor plan that offered nowhere to hide. I reached the entryway and stopped a few feet from the heavy, dark-wood front door.

Mounted on the wall beside the frame was the central control interface, its high-resolution screen glowing with a soft, blue light. I reached out, my fingers hovering over the glass for a second before I tapped the camera icon.

The display flickered, replacing the system menu with a wide-angle, fisheye view of the hallway outside my door.

Nancy Collins was standing there.

She was a woman in her late fifties, her sharp, bird-like posture instantly recognizable even through the distorted lens of the security camera. She was dressed in her usual uniform—a tailored navy blazer, sharp slacks, and a massive, chunky silver necklace that clinked slightly as she shifted her weight. She held an iPad encased in a thick, rugged black cover in her left hand, her right index finger poised over the digital screen. She looked impatient, her gaze darting from my doorbell to her screen, her lips pressed into a thin, tight line.

I remembered Nancy from before the blank year. She had been the building manager since I moved in, a woman who possessed an insatiable appetite for gossip and an uncanny ability to turn any minor building regulation into a personal interrogation. If she saw me like this—pale, disoriented, with a lingering smell of copper in my bathroom and a missing carving knife—she would notice. She always noticed everything.

I took a deep, steadying breath, pressing my hands against my thighs to stop their shaking. I needed to project absolute normalcy. I couldn’t let her see the terror clawing at the inside of my throat. I adjusted the collar of my knit robe, pulling the belt tighter around my waist, and reached for the heavy deadbolt.

The metallic clack of the lock turning felt deafeningly loud. I opened the door only a few inches, keeping my shoulder braced against the solid wood, effectively blocking her view of the interior.

“Nancy,” I said, forcing my voice into a calm, slightly sleepy register. “Good morning.”

Nancy turned her head sharply, her eyes widening slightly in surprise before her face smoothed into a practiced, professional smile. “Oh, Linda! Good morning. I’m so sorry to disturb you so early. I know you’ve been keeping rather… unusual hours lately.”

The comment sent a cold prickle of anxiety down my spine. Unusual hours. I had no idea what she meant by that, but I couldn’t let her see my confusion. “I was just resting,” I replied, keeping my expression relaxed. “Is everything all right?”

Nancy tapped her stylus against the screen of her iPad, her sharp eyes scanning the visible portion of my face, then trailing down to my robe. “Well, we have a bit of an emergency, I’m afraid. The tenant in 11B, directly beneath you, reported water dripping from their bathroom ceiling about an hour ago. It’s pooling around their central light fixture, and they’re understandably quite upset. I’m going door-to-door to check the vertical plumbing stack on this side of the building. Have you run the washing machine, taken a long bath, or noticed any leaks in your kitchen or bathroom this morning?”

My chest tightened. I thought of the master bathroom, where I had turned the faucet to maximum heat, scrubbing my hands until the skin was raw, watching the dark, pink water swirl down the drain. I thought of the kitchen sink, where the shattered highball glass lay in the basin. Had the water run long enough to cause a leak? Or was the plumbing in this place as fragile as my own memory?

“No,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “I haven’t used the washing machine in days. And I only just woke up, so I haven’t run a bath or a shower. Everything is perfectly dry in here.”

Nancy didn’t immediately move. She tilted her head, her gaze drifting past my shoulder, trying to peer into the narrow gap of the entryway behind me. “Are you sure? Sometimes the high-pressure lines in these newly renovated units can develop micro-fractures inside the drywall without showing any surface moisture on your floors. Would you mind if I just stepped in to take a quick look at the utility closet in your hallway? It would only take a moment, and it would save me from having to call the emergency plumber to shut down the main riser for the entire line.”

Panic, cold and sharp, flared in my throat. If she came inside, she would walk right past the kitchen island. She would see the empty slot in the knife block. She might smell the metallic scent of copper that I had desperately tried to wash away, or notice the subtle, chaotic signs of my disorientation. I could not let her past this door.

“Actually, Nancy, now isn’t a good time,” I said, keeping my voice firm but polite, layering it with a feigned exhaustion. “I’m really not feeling well today. I’ve got a terrible migraine, and I’m not fully dressed. I’d prefer not to have anyone in the apartment right now.”

Nancy’s smile tightened, her disappointment visible in the slight hardening of her jaw. She was a woman who thrived on access, on knowing the intimate layout of every tenant’s life in the complex. “Well, if you’re sure you can handle it. But the owner in 11B is quite particular about his plaster, and you know how the HOA gets about structural water damage. It can become a legal headache very quickly.”

“I understand,” I said, keeping my hand steady on the edge of the heavy door. “I’ll check the utility closet myself. I know where the shutoff valves are. I’ll turn them off manually if you think that will help, and if I see even a drop of moisture, I’ll call the maintenance desk immediately. I promise.”

Nancy nodded, her stylus hovering over her screen as she made a quick note. She began to turn away, but then she stopped, her shoulders dropping into a more relaxed, conversational posture. The professional manager mask slipped, replaced by the eager, hungry look of a natural gossip. She leaned in slightly closer to the opening of the door, her voice dropping to a low, conspiratorial whisper. “Oh, before I let you go… I wanted to ask about your sister.”

The air in my lungs turned to ice. “My sister?”

“Susan,” Nancy said, her eyes darting greedily toward the shadow-drenched hallway behind me. “I was reviewing the lobby security logs from last night, and I saw her come up in the elevator around eleven. The night concierge mentioned she looked quite agitated—rushing past the desk, barely even acknowledging him when he greeted her. And then, when I checked the digital registry this morning, I realized she never signed out. The system still has her logged as present in your unit. Is she still inside?”

The world seemed to tilt on its axis.

Susan. My estranged sister.

The sister I had not spoken to in three years because of a bitter, silent feud that had torn our family apart. Why would Susan be here? Why did she come up to my apartment late at night, looking agitated? And whose blood had been drying on my hands when I woke up on the kitchen floor?

I forced my facial muscles to remain completely relaxed, pulling off a performance of casual indifference that felt entirely foreign to my terrified mind. “Oh,” I said, letting out a small, self-deprecating laugh that sounded remarkably natural. “Yes, Susan was here. We had… well, we had a lot of family matters to catch up on. It was a very long night.”

“Is she still asleep?” Nancy asked, her eyes searching my face for any hint of a lie. “I’d hate to disturb her, but her vehicle is still registered in visitor bay four, and those passes expire at eight in the morning. If she doesn’t move it soon, the automated parking system will issue a towing citation.”

Susan’s car was still in the garage. That meant Susan had not driven away.

“She actually left very early this morning,” I lied, my mind racing to construct a plausible scenario. “Around dawn, I think. She had a lot on her mind, and she decided to take a rideshare to the office instead of driving. She must have forgotten about her car, and she definitely forgot to sign out at the lobby desk. She was always a bit scatterbrained when she was stressed.”

Nancy’s eyebrows arched slightly, her gaze lingering on me with a quiet, analytical intensity. “A rideshare? At dawn? How odd. Usually, the lobby’s outward-facing sensors register any exiting guests even if they don’t manually sign the screen, but I suppose the system must have glitched. We’ve been having trouble with the ground-floor motion detectors since the software upgrade last month.”

“I’m sure that’s what happened,” I said, my smile frozen on my face, my hand gripping the door frame so tightly my knuckles turned white. “I’ll call her in a little while and remind her about the parking pass so she can arrange to have the car moved. Thank you for letting me know, Nancy.”

Nancy stared at me for a long, agonizing second, as if searching for any crack in my composure. But I held her gaze, refusing to blink, refusing to let the sheer terror show in my eyes. Finally, she nodded, seemingly satisfied. “All right then, Linda. Just make sure to check those water valves for me. I’d hate for us to have to shut off the main line.”

“I will do it right now,” I said. “Have a good day, Nancy.”

I slowly, deliberately closed the door, listening to the heavy click of the latch as it settled into place. The moment the connection was broken, I turned the deadbolts, sliding the security chain into the groove with trembling fingers.

I pressed my back against the hard, dark wood of the door and let myself slide down until my knees hit the floor. My breath came in short, ragged gasps. The silence of the apartment rushed back, but it no longer felt empty. It felt crowded, heavy with the phantom weight of a sister I hadn’t seen in years, a sister who had walked into this apartment and never walked out.

Susan was missing. Her car was still in the garage. And the dried blood I had just scrubbed from my skin…

I stood up, forced by a sudden, desperate urge to find any trace of her. If Susan had been here, she must have left something behind. I began to search the entryway, my eyes scanning the minimalist bench, the coat hooks, the sleek console table.

There, sitting on the lower shelf of the console table, partially obscured by a decorative ceramic bowl, was a structured black leather handbag.

It was a designer brand, elegant and expensive, the leather supple and polished. It was not mine. I reached out, my fingers wrapping around the cold metal zipper, and pulled it open.

I tipped the contents onto the polished surface of the console table.

A silver keychain with a remote fob for a European sedan. A designer wallet. A small, elegant lipstick tube. And inside the wallet, tucked behind a clear plastic window, was Susan’s driver’s license.

I picked up the card, my fingers trembling as I stared at the photo. It was Susan, her blonde hair styled in a sharp, professional cut, her green eyes looking back at me with a confidence that made my stomach twist. The card was real. The keys were real.

Susan had not left. She would never have left without her keys, her wallet, or her phone.

I looked down at the pile of items on the table, and my gaze landed on a sleek, black smartphone that had fallen out of the zippered interior pocket. It was Susan’s.

I picked it up. The screen was dark, but when I pressed the power button, the display lit up, showing a lock screen with several missed notifications. The battery was at forty percent.

I stared at the device in my hand, the realization settling over me like a suffocating shroud. I was trapped in this sterile, high-tech cage, surrounded by the physical evidence of my sister’s disappearance, and I had absolutely no memory of what I had done to her.




Chapter 4

The cold glass of Susan’s phone felt incredibly heavy in my hand, a small black rectangle of potential answers that remained completely out of my reach. I stood motionless in the narrow entryway, my fingers gripping the sleek metal chassis of the device while my heart battered against my ribs like a trapped bird. The screen illuminated the dim hallway, displaying the missed notifications from that unsaved number, each one a sharp demand for a response that I was physically unable to give. I tried to slide my finger across the display, hoping to bypass the security, but the screen immediately shifted to a passcode prompt, a row of empty gray circles waiting for a numeric sequence that was locked away in the blank spaces of my mind. I pressed my thumb against the home button, hoping my print might have been registered on her device during our lost year, but the phone vibrated with a sharp, hostile buzz, rejecting the input. The realization of how utterly cut off I was from the truth of what had happened in this apartment made my throat feel dry and tight.

I looked down at the pile of Susan’s personal belongings scattered across the polished surface of the console table: the designer wallet containing her driver’s license, the silver keychain with the remote fob, the elegant lipstick tube, and the dark smartphone. They were concrete, undeniable evidence that my sister had been here, that she had entered this high-tech cage and had never walked out. If Nancy Collins had seen her enter last night and noted that she never logged out of the guest registry, then these items were not just forgotten personal effects; they were a trail of breadcrumbs leading directly to a crime scene. A cold wave of self-preservation washed over me, overriding the paralysis of my panic. I could not leave these things out on the table where anyone—the building manager, a delivery person, or David—could easily see them. I gathered them up with trembling hands, clutching them tightly against my chest as if they were fragile, dangerous explosives.

I carried the items into the hallway, my bare feet making no sound against the cold porcelain tiles of the kitchen floor. I bypassed the living room entirely, driven by an urgent need to conceal the physical evidence of my sister’s presence. I opened the hallway closet, the door gliding open on its tracks with a soft, brushed-aluminum hiss. Inside, the space was filled with a row of structured, high-end coats that I had no memory of purchasing—heavy wool trenches in neutral tones, sleek leather jackets, and a long, dark winter coat made of thick cashmere. I reached into the deep, silk-lined pockets of the cashmere coat, sliding Susan’s wallet, keys, and lipstick deep into the left pocket. I slipped her locked smartphone into the right pocket, pushing it down past the heavy fabric until it rested securely at the very bottom. I smoothed the coat down, ensuring that the pockets did not bulge or betray their hidden contents, and gently closed the closet door.

Once the physical evidence was hidden, I returned to the kitchen island, my attention turning to my own smartphone resting on the quartz counter. I picked it up, my thumbprint unlocking the device with a familiar, mechanical click. The date displayed on the lock screen—October 14, 2026—still felt like a physical blow to my temple, a temporal fracture that made my surroundings feel surreal and untethered. I opened the primary messaging application, desperate to find some record of my communication with Susan, or anyone else, over the last twelve months. The interface was a blinding, pristine white. There were no text threads, no group chats, and no contact names listed in the history. I tapped on the phone application, searching the call logs, but the screen returned the same sterile result of a completely wiped history.

A rising tide of frustration and fear took hold of me as I opened my email client, my calendar, and my personal notes. Each application was a blank slate, devoid of any digital footprint from the missing year. It was as if my entire life had been run through a digital shredder, leaving behind only the cold, functional chassis of the operating system. I opened my professional graphic design cloud folder, hoping that my work files, my client communications, or my design drafts might have survived the purge. A loading wheel spun slowly in the center of the screen, a frustratingly patient loop of white dots that seemed to mock my urgency. When the connection finally completed, a red exclamation point appeared next to a brief system message indicating that no active projects were found, and that my cloud storage subscription had been paused exactly one year ago.

The realization of the erasure settled over me like a suffocating weight. This was not a random software glitch or a standard device upgrade. It was a meticulous, systematic sanitization of my entire life, designed to isolate me completely within the walls of my own mind. My professional identity, my personal connections, and my daily routines had been wiped clean, leaving me stranded in this hyper-modern apartment with no bridge to the past. I leaned my weight against the edge of the quartz counter, my hands gripping the polished stone as I tried to force my brain to uncover a single memory of the deletion. I searched the darkness of my mind, desperate for a flash of a keyboard, a confirmation prompt, or the sound of a deleting hard drive, but my memory remained a vast, empty canyon that refused to return an echo.

To make matters worse, I turned my attention to the wall-mounted home automation hub near the kitchen doorway. The sleek black interface glowed with a soft green light, displaying the ambient temperature, the air quality, and the status of the apartment security locks. I tapped the screen, attempting to access the visitor log and the smart-home camera history for the front door. The interface flashed a prompt demanding an administrator passcode. I tried my standard passwords, the sequences I had used for years to protect my digital life, but the screen rejected each one with a cold, red error message. I looked closer at the active connections list on the screen and felt my blood run cold. There, listed under the primary administrator profile, was a device labeled David’s iPhone. He had full access to the security logs, the cameras, and the lock history of my apartment, while I was locked out of my own home’s digital brain.

The sudden, violent vibration of my own phone in my hand shattered the quietness of the kitchen. The device rattled against my fingers, its screen lighting up with a brilliant, blue-white glare that illuminated the dark corners of the room. My heart leaped into my throat, its rapid beat ringing in my ears as I looked down at the display. A single name blinked in bold, black letters across the center of the screen: David. The sight of his name sent a somatic jolt of pure terror straight down my spine, my muscles tightening into a rigid defense mechanism that I had spent years developing during our marriage. David was the man I had married, the wealthy, manipulative architect of my dependency, from whom I had been desperately trying to separate a year ago. Hearing from him now, in the midst of this temporal void, felt like a hunter closing in on a wounded animal.

I hesitated, my thumb hovering over the red icon that would reject the call. My instinct screamed at me to disconnect, to shut down the device and throw it into the trash, but a deeper, more survival-driven fear stopped me. David was not a man who accepted rejection, and ignoring his call would only provoke a swifter, more aggressive intervention from him. I forced my thumb to swipe the green icon, bringing the speaker to my ear while trying to steady my shallow, ragged breathing. I held the phone close, waiting for him to speak first, my lips pressed tightly together as I fought to control the trembling of my jaw.

“Linda,” David’s voice came through the receiver, smooth, resonant, and dripping with an artificial, practiced warmth that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “Linda, sweetheart, you’re awake. Don’t panic. I know you’ve had a difficult night. I’m already on my way to you.” The absolute certainty in his tone, the way he claimed to know my state before I had even uttered a word, sent a chill through my veins. It was the exact, patronizing tone he had used throughout our marriage, a voice designed to make me feel small, unstable, and entirely reliant on his superior judgment.

“David?” I managed to say, my voice sounding thin, dry, and entirely unfamiliar to my own ears. I cleared my throat, trying to inject some measure of strength into my tone, though my knees felt weak beneath my robe. “Why are you calling me? What do you mean you’re on your way?” I heard the faint, rhythmic hum of a high-end car engine in the background of the call, accompanied by the quiet, periodic click of a turn signal. He was already driving, navigating the wet city streets toward my building.

“Our smart-home network sent an automated notification to my phone the moment your front door was opened this morning,” David explained, his tone patient and measured, as if he were explaining a simple concept to a confused child. “You know how advanced the security integration is in that apartment, Linda. When the motion sensors registered activity in the entryway after so many hours of complete stillness, I knew you had finally come out of your state. I’ve been incredibly worried about you. The outpatient doctors said the transition back to awareness would be highly disorienting, and I didn’t want you to be alone when the fog began to clear.”

His words felt like physical threads wrapping around my limbs, binding me to a narrative that I had no way of verifying. Outpatient doctors? A state? The terminology he used was carefully chosen to imply that I was sick, that I had suffered some kind of mental collapse that required his constant, paternalistic oversight. He had linked my apartment’s digital ecosystem to his own device, transforming my supposed sanctuary into a high-tech observation deck where my every movement was tracked, logged, and analyzed. I gripped the edge of the kitchen counter, using the cold quartz to anchor myself against the rising tide of hysteria.

“I don’t need you to come here, David,” I said, my voice rising slightly as I tried to establish a boundary that had never existed during our marriage. “I am perfectly fine. I just overslept. I don’t need any doctors, and I certainly don’t need you to drive over here. Please, just stay where you are.” I waited for his response, my heart hammering against my ribs during the brief pause that followed.

“We both know that’s not true, sweetheart,” David said, his voice dropping to a softer, more intimate register that felt incredibly suffocating. “You’ve had a very severe episode, and you’re not in a position to make these kinds of decisions on your own. I’m less than ten minutes away from your building. Just stay inside, keep the door locked, and don’t open it for anyone else. I’ll be there soon to take care of you, just like I always do.” Before I could voice another objection, the line went dead, leaving me with the flat, empty hum of a disconnected call. I lowered the phone slowly, my fingers numb as the weight of his words sank into my consciousness. He was coming, and he was coming to claim control over a version of me that was too weak to fight back.

The urgency of the situation shattered my paralysis, forcing me into immediate action. David was ten minutes away, and he was arriving with a pre-constructed framework designed to exploit my memory loss and assert absolute dominance over my life. If he arrived and found me in this state—disheveled, panicked, wearing a robe I didn’t recognize, and clearly terrified—he would use my vulnerability to justify whatever medical custody he had engineered during my missing year. I had to look rational. I had to look composed, healthy, and entirely in control of my faculties. I had to present a physical facade that was so put-together that his patronizing medical narrative would crumble against the reality of my appearance.

I rushed into the master bedroom, my eyes scanning the pristine space for any clues as I moved. The bed was made with military precision, the charcoal-gray duvet stretched tight across the mattress without a single wrinkle or fold. The room was devoid of any personal items—there were no books on the nightstand, no stray articles of clothing on the valet stand, and no personal photographs on the dresser. It looked like a luxury corporate apartment, a temporary dwelling designed for a transient executive rather than a home. I hurried into the master bathroom, turning the matte-black faucet handle to the coldest setting.

I splashed the freezing water over my face, the sudden temperature shock forcing the adrenaline to course through my system, clearing some of the cognitive fog that clung to the edges of my mind. The mirror reflected a face that was unmistakably mine, yet it carried a hollow, haunted look that made me feel like an imposter in my own skin. My cheeks were slightly thinner than I remembered from a year ago, the cheekbones more pronounced, and the skin beneath my eyes was stained a faint, dark violet from exhaustion. I grabbed a clean white hand towel and patted my skin dry, forcing myself to take deep, rhythmic breaths to steady my racing pulse.

I walked into the walk-in closet, my hand sliding along the smooth wood of the sliding door. The wardrobe hanging inside was a testament to a lifestyle I had spent years trying to avoid. There were no paint-splattered jeans, no oversized graphic design hoodies, and no comfortable, worn-in sneakers. Instead, the hangers held structured silk blouses, tailored trousers, and high-end cashmere sweaters in a sterile palette of creams, grays, and blacks. It was a wardrobe selected by someone who valued presentation over comfort, someone who wanted me to look like a polished, compliant ornament. I reached for a cream-colored cashmere crewneck sweater and a pair of dark-wash designer denim jeans, pulling them from their hangers with rapid, jerky movements.

As I pulled the soft wool over my head, the expensive fabric felt like a constraint, a physical manifestation of the identity David had constructed for me during my blank year. I zipped the jeans and stepped into a pair of simple, leather flats that I found resting neatly on the closet shoe rack. I returned to the bathroom mirror, grabbing a hairbrush to manage the tangled mass of my dark hair. I pulled it back into a tight, professional bun at the nape of my neck, smoothing down the stray hairs with a touch of water until my hair was as neat and controlled as the apartment itself. I applied a light layer of concealer beneath my eyes, blending the cream until the dark bruises of my exhaustion were masked behind a flawless, healthy complexion.

When I stepped back to evaluate my reflection, the woman looking back at me looked composed, rational, and entirely functional. It was a perfect camouflage, a protective armor designed to withstand David’s manipulative scrutiny. I walked back into the living area, my leather flats making a soft, muted tapping sound against the dark hardwood floors. I stood near the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out at the gray city streets as the minutes slipped away. The feeling of being watched by the smart-home motion sensors was an oppressive weight, a constant psychological pressure that made me want to claw at my own skin, but I kept my hands folded tightly in front of me, waiting for the inevitable sound of his arrival.

The elevator hallway outside my front door was quiet, but I knew the distance between David and me was shrinking with every passing second. I rehearsed my defenses in my mind, preparing myself to reject his claims of a medical breakdown without revealing that I had absolutely no memory of the last three hundred and sixty-five days. If he realized I was an amnesiac, he would use that information as the ultimate weapon to lock me away. I had to play the part of a woman who was fully recovered, fully aware, and entirely ready to demand her independence. I stood in the center of the sterile living room, my eyes fixed on the heavy wood of the front door, my entire body braced for the sharp, electronic beep of the keycard lock that would signal the arrival of my tormentor.

A sudden, sharp chime echoed from the wall-mounted intercom panel near the entryway, making me flinch despite my preparation. I took a slow, deep breath, smoothing the front of my cashmere sweater as I walked toward the panel. The small digital screen flickered to life, showing a live video feed of the hallway outside. But it was not David’s familiar, structured silhouette that appeared on the screen. Instead, a tall, lean man in a dark trench coat stood in the hallway, his posture stiff and analytical as he looked directly into the security camera. He carried a leather folder under his arm, and his quiet, observant eyes seemed to search straight through the lens and into my very soul. It was Detective Thomas Taylor, and the pressure of the
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