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The first name Kael lost was Ressa's.

He noticed the gap the way a tongue finds a missing tooth — not by seeing the absence, but by the shape of the mouth trying to say something that was no longer there. He had been standing in the ration line outside Sector Nine, and a woman in a gray coat had smiled at him the way people smile at someone they've shared a meal with, and he had opened his mouth to say her name, and there had been nothing.

Not forgotten. He knew forgotten. Forgotten had texture — a fog, a delay, the sense of a word circling just out of reach before it landed. This was different. This was clean. There was a woman-shaped space in his memory where a name should have been, and the space did not feel empty. It felt correct, like it had always been that way, like naming her had never been a thing that happened.

"You're staring," she said.

"Sorry. Long night."

She laughed and moved on, and Kael stood very still in the ration line and understood, with the calm horror of a man watching his own hand turn transparent, that something in him had just been edited.

He did not tell anyone that day. He told himself it was fatigue, that the resets had been compounding for months and no mind — not even an Architect's — could hold that much reloaded time without fraying somewhere. But the fraying continued. Over the following week he lost the name of the bakery on the corner of Fourth and Row, though he could still taste the bread. He lost the specific shade of blue that Lena's old jacket had been, though he remembered standing next to her in the rain, cold, watching that jacket darken. He lost, for eleven minutes, his own birth date, and when it came back it came back wrong, and he never told anyone which version was true because he genuinely did not know anymore.

He had been the Architect for three weeks now, in the sense that mattered — the sense of having remembered it, of having stood in the ruins of his own erased intentions and understood what he'd built and why he'd buried the memory of building it. Three weeks of knowing he was not an NPC, not an Invoked, not a survivor climbing someone else's simulation. Three weeks of knowing that Loopfall was his. That he had designed the resets, the Watchers, the Enforcers, the entire recursive architecture of a world that ate its own history and served it back reheated. Three weeks of carrying that knowledge like a second, colder heartbeat.

And in those three weeks, instead of the world stabilizing around the truth the way he'd expected — the way every recovered-memory logic he'd ever coded predicted it should — the world had started coming apart faster.

He sat that night in the room he'd claimed above the old signal tower, a room with a desk and a cot and a wall he had covered, floor to ceiling, in salvaged paper. Names. Dates. Fragments of system logs he'd pulled from broken terminals in the lower districts. A map of Sector Nine with red ink marking places that had changed shape since the last reset without any reset having occurred to explain it. He stood in front of that wall the way a man stands in front of a mirror he doesn't recognize, and he made himself write, at the top, in block letters:

THINGS THAT ARE STILL TRUE.

Under it, nothing. He hadn't been able to think of a single item that felt safe enough to write down.

Someone knocked. Three raps, a pause, one more — Lena's pattern, a habit she'd developed after the second time an Enforcer had mimicked a normal knock to get a door opened. He let her in.

She looked older than she had a month ago. Not aged — worn, the way stone is worn, edges softened by something patient and indifferent. She was holding a data slate against her chest like it might try to leave her.

"I need you to look at something," she said, "and I need you to tell me I'm wrong."

"About what?"

"Sedrin Voss."

Kael waited for the recognition to arrive. It didn't. The name sat in his ears the way an unfamiliar word sits — present, pronounceable, meaningless.

"Who?"

Lena's face did something complicated. Relief, maybe, that she wasn't the only one. Grief, immediately after, because relief in this context only ever meant the wound was spreading.

"He ran the water reclamation station in the Hollow District," she said. "You met him. Twice. He gave us the maps that got us through the flooded tunnels during the second reset. I have a written account of the conversation in my own handwriting." She turned the slate toward him. A photograph, grainy, taken on a scavenged camera. A man in overalls standing beside a pump housing, one hand raised in an awkward wave, mid-laugh.

Kael looked at the face and felt nothing. Not forgetting-nothing. Never-existed-nothing.

"I don't know him," he said.

"Neither does anyone else in the Hollow District." Lena's voice had gone very flat, the register she used when she was keeping herself from shaking. "I went there this morning. The reclamation station is still running. Nobody remembers who built it or who's supposed to be maintaining it. There's a logbook with three months of entries in a handwriting nobody recognizes. I asked twelve people if they knew Sedrin Voss. Eleven of them looked at me like I'd asked about a stranger. The twelfth—" She stopped.

"The twelfth what."

"The twelfth started crying. She didn't know why. She just said the name made her feel like she'd lost something and she didn't know what."

Kael took the slate from her hands and studied the photograph until the man's face blurred into meaninglessness, the way any word does if you stare at it too long. He set it down on the desk, carefully, as if it might crack.

"He's not in any system log," Kael said slowly. "Not because he was deleted from a log. Because there's no log entry showing a deletion. There's no seam. It's like the entry was never made."

"That's what scares me," Lena said. "A reset erases things and leaves a scar. This isn't leaving scars, Kael. It's leaving nothing. It's rewriting the fact that there was ever anything to erase."

He thought of Ressa's name. The woman-shaped space that felt correct.

"I lost something too," he said. "A week ago. A person. I don't even know if it was a person — I have the feeling of an absence but no memory to attach it to. Just a wrongness, like counting a room and getting a different number of chairs every time."

Lena sat down on the edge of the cot, slowly, the way people sit when their legs have decided independently that the conversation requires it.

"How many," she said. "How many people do you think we've already lost. Not to death. To this."

Kael didn't answer. He was looking at his wall of paper, at the map of Sector Nine, at the places marked in red ink that had changed shape without a reset. He was thinking that a map only shows you the boundary of what still exists to be mapped, and that somewhere past the edge of the paper, past the edge of the ink, there might already be more world missing than remained.

"I don't know," he said finally. "But I think we're going to find out the hard way, because whatever this is, it isn't finished."

Outside, the light over Sector Nine flickered — not the stutter of a failing generator, but something slower, more deliberate, as if the sector itself were being considered and, for now, spared.
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The recovered memories did not come back the way Kael expected. He had assumed, in the naive architecture of his own hope, that remembering he was the Architect would function like a key turning in a lock — that the rest of his suppressed history would follow in an orderly cascade, dated and indexed, ready to be read like a manual for the disaster he was standing in.

Instead the memories arrived the way debris arrives after an explosion: out of order, partial, some of them clearly belonging to a version of events that contradicted other pieces just as clearly recovered. He would be walking through the ash-fields west of the tower and a memory would surface whole — the exact weight of a stylus in his hand, the cold light of a lab he did not recognize, his own voice saying a sentence he could not place in any timeline. Then it would be gone, and three days later a different fragment would arrive, and it would not agree with the first.

He had started keeping a second wall for these. Not the map. A timeline, or the closest thing to one he could build from a shattered mirror.

FRAGMENT 04 — sourced from dream, unverified: A room with no windows. Six other people at a long table, faces indistinct, the specific blur that meant either the memory was corrupted or his mind had corrupted it on purpose to protect itself from something. Someone saying, We are not asking you to solve it. We are asking you to hold it.

FRAGMENT 07 — sourced from terminal recovery, Hollow District substation: audio log, 4 seconds, badly degraded. A voice — his voice, younger, steadier — saying: —containment field will not scale past — and then static.

FRAGMENT 11 — sourced from dream: standing before a door that was not a door but a boundary, something the mind translated into a door because the mind needed a shape to hold the idea. On the other side of it, nothing. Not darkness. The absence of the category that darkness belongs to.

He didn't know what to do with Fragment 11 except write it down and then avoid looking directly at that part of the wall.

Drev came to see him three days after Lena's report on Sedrin Voss, and by then two more names had quietly stopped existing, one of them a child, and nobody but Kael and Lena had noticed that either had ever been there at all.

"You look like hell," Drev said, by way of hello. He'd always had that particular gift, saying the true thing first and letting the greeting follow after.

"I feel like something wearing a person's shape," Kael said, and meant it more literally than Drev could have known.

Drev sat across from him without being invited, which was also very Drev — a man who had spent years as an Enforcer, or something the system had called an Enforcer, before the walls between roles had started coming down. He had a soldier's stillness, the kind that made a



















d2d_images/cover.jpg
—— THE AR

z Z
7 A WORLD BUILT TO CONTAIN A THREAT. / >
~ s A PAST BUILT TO FORGET. 4

THE TRUTH REMEMBERSS> - g





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





