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Chapter One — The Tree That Remembered Murder
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The dead man’s memory accused Iona Vey.

She stood beneath the glass canopy of the Memory Orchard while rain crossed Glass Harbor in silver diagonals. Around her, ten thousand mnemonic trees shone in colors chosen by their owners: amber for childhood, blue for work, green for the private years. Their branches were light carried through transparent fiber, each leaf an encrypted hour.

Tree Zero had no color. It belonged to Dr. Soren Hale, founder of Mnemosyne Systems and architect of the Orchard. At 2:13 that morning, Soren had died inside the locked root chamber beneath it.

His final memory waited in a glass seed on Iona’s palm.

Security Chief Ren Sol watched from the path. “You requested an isolated playback.”

“No network connection, no enhancement, no interpretation.”

Ren sealed the conservatory doors. Iona fitted the seed into a portable reader.

The world changed.

She saw through Soren’s eyes. The root chamber’s curved walls glowed with status lines. Soren turned toward the door. Iona entered wearing the same dark teal coat she wore now.

Memory-Iona held a silver neural key.

“You should have left my sister buried,” she said.

Soren backed against the central trunk. “This is not you.”

She pressed the key beneath his ear.

White light erased the room.

The playback ended. Iona remained upright because she had learned, after years of auditing other people’s worst hours, how to keep shock from reaching her knees.

Ren’s hand moved toward the restraint band at his belt.

“At 2:13,” Iona said, “I was asleep in my apartment across the harbor.”

“Your building confirms entry at eleven fourteen. No exit.”

“Then the memory is false.”

Ren stared at Tree Zero. “Founder-grade seeds cannot be altered.”

“Every system says that until someone alters it.”

Behind the black trunk, one branch kindled unexpectedly. A single leaf opened with Iona’s childhood access color.

Inside the leaf, a girl’s voice whispered a name no one at Mnemosyne knew.

“Lysa.”

Iona’s sister had been dead for eighteen years.
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Chapter Two — Glass Harbor
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Glass Harbor rose from the flooded coast on concrete pylons and stubborn engineering. Towers stood above old streets now used by ferries. Gardens bridged rooftops. Storm walls curved around the bay like open hands.

Iona crossed the city in a silent tram while Ren sat opposite her. He had not arrested her, but two security officers waited at either end of the carriage.

“You are the Orchard’s independent integrity auditor,” Ren said. “Who can alter a memory seed?”

“No one should be able to alter the source recording. Mnemonic backups capture sensation and emotional context, not private thoughts. They are signed at the neural interface, encrypted, and split across three vaults.”

“That sounded like company language.”

“It is accurate language.”

“Could you alter one?”

“I could detect alteration.”

Ren’s gray eyes remained steady. “Not what I asked.”

The tram entered Founders Tower. Iona’s reflection multiplied in the glass: thirty-seven, dark hair pinned carelessly, expression controlled enough to annoy people seeking fear.

Soren’s daughter Lyra waited in the executive archive. She had inherited his height and none of his patience.

“My father selected you to audit the Orchard because you distrusted him,” Lyra said. “Now his memory shows you killing him.”

“It shows an experience of me killing him. Experience can be induced.”

Lyra projected Soren’s medical report. His neural interface had overloaded, stopping his heart. No puncture mark existed where the silver key entered in the memory.

“A sensory attack,” Iona said. “The weapon was information.”

The root chamber admitted only Soren and one rotating auditor. This month, Iona’s credentials formed the second key.

Lyra placed a black storage wafer on the table. “My father left this for you. It opened when he died.”

The wafer contained seven words.

THE ORCHARD HAS BEGUN TO GROW PEOPLE.

Below them, in the conservatory, every tree changed color at once.

For three seconds the Memory Orchard glowed the blue of Iona’s missing childhood.
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Chapter Three — The Systems Diver
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Cass Rowan arrived through the root chamber floor.

One panel lifted, and a man in a maintenance suit climbed from the water conduit carrying a coil of fiber line. He had copper-brown skin, a scar across one eyebrow, and the calm expression of someone accustomed to entering rooms from unreasonable directions.

Ren reached for his restraint band.

“If I planned to escape,” Cass said, “I chose badly.”

He was Mnemosyne’s senior systems diver, responsible for infrastructure below the harbor line. He had found unauthorized pulses traveling through the Orchard’s cooling pipes at 2:12.

“Data through water?” Iona asked.

“Vibration through water. The root lattice uses acoustic timing when the optical network fails. Someone sent a handshake from outside.”

Cass showed them a palm-sized sensor. The pulse contained no readable data, only a pattern of intervals: thirteen, five, thirteen, nine, one.

“Letters,” Iona said. “M-E-M-I-A.”

“Or coordinates,” Cass replied.

The chamber held Soren’s body outline, a worktable, and Tree Zero’s physical root: a column of clear ceramic branching into the ceiling. The door log showed Iona’s credential at 2:09, though her wrist key had never left her apartment.

Iona examined the access panel. “The log is perfect.”

“You say perfect like an accusation,” Cass said.

“Honest systems are messy.”

Behind the panel, he found a sliver of living tissue attached to a contact strip. Lab-grown skin carried Iona’s genetic markers.

Ren looked at her.

“I submitted samples during auditor certification,” she said. “Mnemosyne stores them for interface calibration.”

Someone had copied her body as well as her image.

Cass leaned toward the ceramic trunk. Tiny lights moved inside it against the normal flow.

“The tree is writing,” he said.

Letters formed beneath the surface.

IONA, DO NOT LET THEM RESTORE ME.

The message carried Soren Hale’s signature.

It had been created four minutes after his death.
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Chapter Four — Seven Missing Minutes
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Iona’s apartment remembered her sleeping.

The wall sensor showed steady breath and body temperature from midnight until six. Her wrist key charged beside the bed. Her kitchen prepared tea at 1:48 because insomnia had been common since the flood anniversary.

At 2:06, every device stopped recording for seven minutes.

The gap was not marked as an outage. The clocks continued seamlessly from 2:05 to 2:13.

Cass knelt beside the building hub. “Someone shifted the local time base. Your apartment experienced seven minutes the city did not record.”

“Could I have crossed the harbor in seven minutes?”

“With a service drone, maybe. Without waking?”

“Not unless Mnemosyne has improved sleepwalking.”

They found a pinprick in the bedroom window. A microprojector on the opposite roof could have sent patterned light into Iona’s neural interface. The interface was supposed to reject commands while its wearer slept.

Her medical log showed no incoming signal.

“Another perfect record,” Cass said.

Iona downloaded the seven-minute gap into an isolated reader. Blank time sometimes retained sensory fragments: pressure, scent, balance.

She found rain on her face, an elevator descending, and the smell of oranges.

Glass Harbor had not received rain until 2:40.

The elevator sensation came from Founders Tower. Its cars descended through a magnetic turn that made passengers briefly lighter.

The orange scent belonged to the cleaning solvent used in the Memory Orchard.

Her body had never left the apartment, but someone had planted a journey in her interface.

Cass watched her remove the reader. “Are you all right?”
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