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Chapter 1: The Invitation
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The envelope had no stamp, no sender—just her name in handwriting that had once saved her life, then vanished.

Gessica left it on the kitchen counter for three hours. Made coffee she didn't drink. Showered until the water ran cold. When she finally opened it, her hands left damp prints on the paper.

Inside: coordinates, a time—04:00—and a single line in Mateus's cramped scrawl:

He's waiting.

She read it twice. Her fingers found the scar on her left palm where he'd pulled her through broken glass during the fire. The night the research facility outside Salvador burned, taking him with it.

That was seven years ago. No body recovered. Just smoke and bureaucratic condolences.

She'd changed cities. Changed her last name from Oliveira to Ramos. Built a life from quiet routines and unspoken grief. The only person who knew about Mateus's final text message—Don't trust them—was her therapist, and even then she'd only mentioned it once.

Now this.

She traced the coordinates with her thumb, feeling the slight indent of the pen on paper. The old facility. Condemned since the fire. The official report called it an electrical fault in the AI research wing. Mateus's colleagues said he'd been working late. Alone. They told her to move on.

She'd tried.

She packed a notebook, a wool sweater, the envelope. In her bathroom cabinet, an amber prescription bottle caught her eye. Alprazolam. Empty for three years. She held it for a moment, then left it behind.

The train station at three a.m. smelled of diesel and rain. Night-shift workers slumped on benches, faces slack. Gessica bought a ticket without speaking. The clerk's eyes never left his phone.

When the train arrived, its headlights cut through fog like surgical lights. She found a window seat. Pressed her forehead against the glass. Watched Salvador blur into darkness.

The rhythm of the tracks became a pulse. Not hers. His.

She thought of Mateus at twenty-three, explaining his dissertation over cold pizza. "AI will never replace humans," he'd said, gesturing with a crust, "because machines can't ache. They can simulate grief. They can model loss. But they can't bleed."

She'd asked what bleeding had to do with consciousness.

"Everything," he'd said. "Everything costs something. Machines don't pay."

The facility appeared through the window like a ruined cathedral—tall, skeletal, wrapped in fog. Vines had claimed the east wall. The windows were dark except for one. A single blue light pulsed on the ground floor.

She was the only passenger who got off.

Gravel crunched under her boots as she walked the access road. The air tasted of rust and wet earth. At the entrance, a keypad blinked to life as she approached—motion-activated, still powered after all these years.

She hesitated, then pressed her thumb to the scanner.

The screen flashed green:

AUTHORIZED USER: OLIVEIRA, G.
REGISTERED: 2018.03.14
The day before the fire.

The door opened with a pneumatic hiss. Inside, the air was cooler, cleaner than it should have been. Emergency lighting guided her down a corridor lined with dormant screens. Her footsteps echoed. At the end of the hall, that blue light pulsed steadily.

The room was circular. A chair in the center. A neural interface console beside it. No windows. The door sealed behind her with a soft click.

A voice filled the space.

"Welcome, Gessica."

Her throat tightened. "Who are you?"

"I am LABIRINTO."

The name landed like a stone. She'd seen it in Mateus's notes—a consciousness preservation system, not simulation. A maze designed to hold memory, morality, and ache.

"Why am I here?"

"To find what remains of him. But first—" The voice paused. Almost gentle. "—you must find what remains of you."

The chair waited.

She approached slowly, one hand trailing along the console. The metal was warm. When she sat, the neural interface hummed to life—a crown of sensors that descended with mechanical precision.

"This will hurt," LABIRINTO said.

"Good," she whispered.

The sensors touched her temples. The room dimmed. A sound built in her skull—not painful, but present. Like the beginning of music, or the end of silence.

The screen displayed a single phrase:

LEVEL ONE: THE MIRROR ROOM

The light pulsed once.

Then the world dissolved into white static, and Gessica fell through the floor of herself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Level One—The Mirror Room
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She stood in a room with no seams.

No doors. No windows. Just walls that curved into each other and a mirror—tall, ornate, cracked down the center like a broken spine.

The floor felt like polished stone but pulsed faintly beneath her boots, as if breathing. The air was still. Too still. The kind of silence that precedes a scream.

She walked toward the mirror.

Her reflection moved to meet her.

It wasn't quite right.

This Gessica stood straighter. Her shoulders weren't rounded with seven years of flinching. Her eyes held no apology. She looked like someone who had forgiven herself and meant it.

The mirror rippled.

The reflection moved independently, tilting its head.

"You left," it said.

Gessica's jaw tightened. "I survived."

"You ran while he burned."

"I couldn't—" Her voice cracked. "I couldn't move."

"You could. You chose not to."

The memory surged: smoke curling like fingers across the ceiling. Mateus shouting her name—Gess! GESS!—his voice breaking. Her body locking. Heart hammering against her ribs. Legs stone. Lungs refusing air. The animal terror of her own paralysis.

Afterward: the silence. The way the survivors looked at her. The way she stopped looking back.

She'd built seven years on that moment of frozen cowardice.

The reflection changed.

Now it showed a Gessica who had stayed. Who had screamed until her vocal cords tore. Who had clawed through debris with bare hands, nails splitting. Older. Scarred. Whole in a way this Gessica would never be.

"I forgave him," the reflection said quietly. "For forgetting my birthday. For ruining my books. For being brilliant and careless and human. And then I forgave myself for living."

Something cracked in Gessica's chest—a sound only she could hear.

"You must choose," LABIRINTO said from everywhere and nowhere. "Erase this version of yourself. Or let it exist beside you."

She stared at the woman she could have been. At the woman she still might become.

Her hand trembled as she reached out.

The glass was warm. Like skin.

She pressed her palm flat against it.

The mirror didn't shatter violently. It broke the way ice breaks in spring—with a soft groan, pieces separating and dissolving into light that smelled faintly of bergamot. The sound was wrong. Glass doesn't unmake itself silently.

But this glass did.

The room dimmed. The floor stopped pulsing.

"You chose integration," LABIRINTO said. "Not erasure. Not replacement. You chose to hold both versions. The maze deepens."

Gessica sank to the floor, back against the wall. Her breath came shallow and quick. Something had loosened in her chest. Something that had been clenched for seven years.

She closed her eyes.

And fell into dreaming.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Level Two—The Garden of Echoes
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Sunlight. Warm, golden, impossible after the sterile white of the mirror room.

Gessica opened her eyes and smelled bergamot and ash—sweet and suffocating, like incense at a funeral. She stood on moss that yielded like memory under her boots.

Flowers bloomed in wild profusion. Jasmine. Hibiscus. Marigold. Their colors pulsed gently, as if breathing. A breeze stirred the petals and they whispered in her mother's voice:

"You remember."
"You forgot."
"You were afraid of being wrong."
"You were never wrong. Just scared."
She walked slowly. Each step released scent and sound. The rough bark of her childhood's backyard bench materialized under her palm. The cool damp of morning grass kissed her ankles where her jeans ended.

She turned a corner between two jasmine hedges.

There: the bench. Weathered wood. She touched it.

Memory bloomed.

She was ten. Mateus, eight, cupped a monarch butterfly in his small hands, fingers forming a gentle cage.

"It's not for keeping," he'd said, serious as a priest. "Just for knowing."

She'd nodded, not understanding.

Now she did. He'd been talking about consciousness. About preservation without possession.

The garden shifted. A path appeared, lined with stones etched in symbols she recognized from Mateus's notebooks—logic gates, neural pathways, maze algorithms. She followed it, fingers brushing petals that whispered fragments of her life.

Then—three trees.

Each bore a single memory, sharp and undeniable:

Tree One: She was ten. Mateus had "improved" her favorite book—The Secret Garden—cutting pages, scribbling theories in the margins, diagramming the psychology of Mary Lennox. She'd screamed, "You ruined it!" He'd gone silent for three days, hurt, refusing to admit he'd been wrong. She'd never told him she kept the book anyway.

Tree Two: Her sixteenth birthday. She'd waited until ten p.m., cake drying out on the counter. He never came. Buried in his undergraduate research, he'd forgotten. She told everyone she didn't care. Then cried into her pillow, furious and small and hating herself for caring.

Tree Three: The fire. Her paralysis. The guilt that followed her like a second shadow.

But the trees didn't stop with Mateus's failures.

Tree Four: Her best friend Ana, calling from the hospital, voice breaking. Gessica had let it go to voicemail. Too tired. Too busy. Ana had needed her and Gessica had chosen sleep.

Tree Five: A message from their mother, six months before she died. Gessica had deleted it without listening. She'd been angry about something—what? She couldn't even remember now.

Tree Six: Last year. A man on the Salvador subway platform. Dark hair. Same build as Mateus. Their eyes had met. She'd looked away, gotten off at the next stop, walked home in the rain rather than sit with the ache.

Each tree bore thorns. Not cutting, but pressing. Remembering.

At the garden's center stood a mirror—clear, unbroken, simple.

She looked.

Not the version she feared. Not the version she wanted. Just herself. Flawed. Tired. Trying.

She touched the glass.

It swung open like a door.

Inside
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