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​Author’s Note to the Reader

This novel is a work of fiction. The city of Novara, the Archive, its laws, its memory technology, its agencies, and the lives described within these pages are invented. Some scientific ideas about memory, trauma, false recollection, neural encoding, identity, and the human brain are inspired by real research and famous case studies in neuroscience and psychology, especially the study of amnesia, trauma, and the fragility of eyewitness memory, but every dramatic event, character, institution, and crime in this story is fictional.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: The Woman Who Remembered Dying
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The first thing Mara Lin remembered was the taste of copper.

It filled her mouth before she knew whose mouth it was.

She was not yet Mara. She was not yet anyone. She was only a pulse in the dark, a blind panic pressed into flesh that did not belong to her. Her tongue lay heavy behind her teeth. Her lungs refused to open. Somewhere nearby, water tapped against stone in slow, patient drops.

Then light broke open.

A chandelier swung above her.

Its crystals were shaped like tears.

Mara lay on a floor of black glass, staring up at those trembling tears while a man’s hand covered her mouth. He wore a wedding ring. She noticed that first, because her mind, her borrowed, dying mind, was desperate for something ordinary to hold.

Gold ring. Square knuckle. Small scar across the thumb.

The man pressed harder.

Her ribs burned. Her throat screamed without sound. The room smelled of crushed roses, expensive antiseptic, and rain.

“Please,” she tried to say.

Only air moved.

The man leaned close. His face should have been visible. The memory should have kept it. That was the promise of the Archive: no distortion, no invention, no dreaming. A memory file stored light, sound, sensation, emotion, and the electrochemical signature of experience with almost devotional precision.

But his face had been cut away.

Not blurred. Not forgotten.

Cut.

A black square covered him from brow to chin, a precise absence where a human face should have been.

Mara’s borrowed heart hammered beneath borrowed bones. A woman’s hand, slender, ringless, ink-stained near the index finger, clawed at the man’s wrist. The woman dying was not Mara. That was impossible. Mara had paid for a two-hour luxury immersion titled A Summer Engagement at Glassmere. The file promised candlelight, champagne, a private island proposal, and the emotional afterglow of being loved beyond reason.

Rich people bought lives like that when their own became too dull.

Mara was not rich, not really. She had saved for eight months to rent one perfect evening before her thirty-second birthday. Two hours inside someone else’s happiness. Two hours away from her debt notices, her mother’s oxygen machine, and the cracked ceiling above her narrow bed in South Quay.

But the file had opened into death.

The woman under the man’s hand was not being proposed to.

She was being erased.

A final image flared with impossible clarity: a silver birdcage on a windowsill, its door open; a white dress torn at the shoulder; a child’s red ribbon floating in a puddle of spilled wine.

Then the dying woman saw herself in the black glass floor.

Not clearly. Just enough.

Dark hair. Wide eyes. A birthmark under the left ear shaped like a comma.

Her name arrived with the last convulsion of her body.

Elianora Saye.

The man whispered, “You were never here.”

And Mara Lin died with her.

Three seconds later, the Archive opened the pod, flooded her lungs with medicinal air, and returned her to her own life.

Mara ripped the neural crown from her skull and screamed until the attendants sedated her.

By morning, her complaint had been deleted.

By noon, her account had been refunded.

By evening, the official record of Elianora Saye showed that she was alive, healthy, and residing abroad under a privacy order.

And at 9:17 the next morning, a poor fraud investigator named Selene Voss found the corrupted file in a quarantine drawer where no living person should have looked.

That was when the second death began.

​

Part One: The Memory That Should Not Exist
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Chapter One: Fraud Department, Basement Nine
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Selene Voss believed in facts because facts did not ask to be loved.

They did not weep in the middle of interviews. They did not misremember dates to make themselves innocent. They did not change their faces under pressure. A fact sat where it was placed, clean and hard as a bone under light.

That was why she preferred dead files to living people.

The Archive’s Fraud Department occupied Basement Nine, which was two floors below Records, four floors below Client Pleasure Services, and twelve floors below the glass atrium where wealthy citizens of Novara entered through gold doors to borrow better lives.

Basement Nine had no gold doors.

It had gray walls, bad coffee, and a ventilation system that sighed like an old man being disappointed in stages.

At 8:02 on a rain-dimmed Monday morning, Selene sat at her desk reviewing illegal memory claims. Her desk was narrow, metallic, and bolted to the floor. Above it, a screen displayed the day’s fraud queue in descending order of irritation.

CASE 77-A: Vendor selling fake childhood memories labeled “authentic aristocratic upbringing.”

CASE 81-C: Unauthorized duplication of first-kiss files.

CASE 92-K: Low-grade emotional stimulant smuggled into grief rentals.

CASE 103-X: Corrupted luxury romance file with death-state imprint.

Selene stopped scrolling.

Death-state imprint.

The phrase sat on the screen with quiet obscenity.

She touched the case line. The screen expanded.


FILE TITLE: A Summer Engagement at Glassmere
LICENSE CLASS: Romance / Elite Domestic / Emotional Luxury
DONOR STATUS: Active
DONOR NAME: Elianora Saye
CLIENT INCIDENT: Panic response, respiratory shock, claim of homicide memory
SYSTEM NOTE: Probable fraud insertion
PRIORITY: Low
ACTION: Review for refund abuse

Selene read the note twice.

Low priority.

A client had experienced a murder during a government-approved memory rental, and the system wanted Selene to determine whether the client was lying for money.

She leaned back in her chair.

Across the aisle, Rook Fen was eating breakfast from a paper carton with the concentration of a man dismantling evidence.

“Rook,” Selene said.

He looked up with noodles halfway to his mouth. “If this is about the smell, the noodles were cleared by building policy.”

“Do death-state imprints appear in romance rentals?”

The noodles slowly lowered.

“No.”

“Ever?”

“In horror recreations. War files. Medical training. End-of-life memorials if the family is strange enough. Not romance.”

“That is what I thought.”

Rook rolled his chair over, bringing the smell of chili oil and synthetic egg. He was forty-two, soft around the middle, and had the permanent expression of a man who had once expected the world to improve and was now offended by its lack of effort.

He scanned Selene’s screen.

“Glassmere,” he said. “That is not our usual gutter fraud.”

“Our gutter fraud has better manners.”

“Glassmere Island belongs to the Saye family.”

Selene turned. “You know them?”

“Everyone knows them. Old money, new influence. They donated the east wing of the Children’s Neurology Hospital and half the marble in the Archive atrium. Their annual charity gala has its own police perimeter.”

Selene opened the donor profile.

Elianora Saye looked back from the screen with calm, expensive beauty. Thirty-six. Dark hair. Gray eyes. A face composed as if it had been taught never to want anything in public. Her donor status showed active. Her latest civic health check had been submitted six weeks earlier. Location: protected abroad. Access: restricted by court privacy order.

Selene enlarged the image and saw a small mark under the left ear.

A comma-shaped birthmark.

Something cold pressed lightly between her shoulder blades.

Rook noticed. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You do not do ‘nothing.’ You do silence, which is worse.”

Selene closed the profile. “The incident report says the client described a woman with that birthmark.”

“Could have seen the donor profile before immersion.”

“Client profiles are sealed until after use.”

“Could have hacked it.”

“She is a debt clerk from South Quay who rented one romance file using a holiday voucher.”

Rook made a face. “Then she should have chosen a cheaper fantasy. Rich people’s love is always suspicious.”

Selene opened the complaint transcript. Most of it had been marked unstable. The client, Mara Lin, had been sedated after extraction. But the transcription bot had captured fragments.


MARALIN: He killed her. He had a ring. His face was gone. There was a birdcage. He said she was never here.
ATTENDANT: Please breathe normally. You are safe.
MARALIN: Not me. Her. Elianora. He killed Elianora.
ATTENDANT: Elianora Saye is alive. You experienced a distortion.
MARALIN: Then
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