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Chapter 1

	The rain in District Eleven always smelled like copper — a faint tang of rust and ozone that clung to the air long after the storm had passed. Elias Wren pulled his hood tighter and adjusted the microchip case slung over his shoulder. The neon signs above him flickered in half-hearted defiance against the gloom, bleeding their colors into puddles that reflected fragments of the city: broken promises, forgotten faces, and the soft hum of machines that never slept.

	He hated coming down here. The lower districts had a way of getting under your skin — too much noise, too many ghosts. But tonight wasn’t about comfort. Tonight was about memory.

	Elias worked for Mnemosyne Industries, the world’s largest manufacturer of synthetic memories. To most people, they were a miracle — a second chance at joy, a cure for trauma, a shortcut to success. For the right price, you could buy happiness, nostalgia, even love. But Elias knew the truth behind the polished commercials and smiling customers. He’d seen the factory floors — rows of glass pods filled with suspended consciousness, harvested and rewritten by machines that hummed like lullabies.

	He was one of the company’s best engineers — or had been. Now he was running from the very people he’d built the system for.

	A soft beep from his wristband pulled him from his thoughts.

	“Elias,” a voice said, calm but urgent. “You’re late.”

	“Yeah,” he muttered, ducking beneath a flickering archway. “Had to reroute. They’ve got drones sweeping the north corridor.”

	“Then move faster. The transfer window closes in twenty minutes.”

	Elias glanced up. A pair of drones hovered overhead, their red scanners slicing through the mist. He slipped into an alleyway, the sound of their engines fading behind him. The city’s heart pulsed with electricity — from the memory towers that loomed like silver monoliths above the skyline. Each tower held millions of lives — stored, sold, and rewritten daily. The human soul had become an algorithm, and Elias had been one of its architects.

	He reached an unmarked door at the base of an abandoned power station. Three short knocks. Two long. The lock hissed open.

	Inside, the air was thick with dust and the faint scent of burnt circuits. A woman sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by old hardware and cracked monitors. Her eyes — sharp, dark, unflinching — met his the moment he entered.

	“You’re late,” she said.

	“You sound like my old boss.”

	“I’m worse,” she replied, smirking. “Do you have it?”

	Elias nodded and set the case on the table. The woman, Mara, leaned forward and flipped the latch. Inside were six crystalline drives, each glowing faintly with embedded light — memories, alive and pulsing. She reached for one, then hesitated.

	“These are real?” she asked quietly.

	“Unedited,” Elias said. “Pulled from the core before they could overwrite them.”

	Mara’s expression darkened. “Whose memories are they?”

	Elias hesitated. “Mine.”

	For a moment, neither spoke. The rain beat harder against the roof, and a low hum from the power lines filled the silence.

	“You know what they’ll do if they find out,” Mara said finally.

	“I know,” Elias replied, lowering his hood. His face looked older than his years, the faint shimmer of neural scars tracing along his temples. “But they took everything else. My mother, my sister, ten years of my life. I want them back.”

	She studied him for a long moment, her voice softer now. “You can’t take back what’s already been sold, Elias. The Factory doesn’t delete memories. It recycles them.”

	He smiled faintly. “Then I’ll steal them from whoever’s wearing them now.”

	Mara’s eyes widened. “You’re serious.”

	He nodded. “I built the system. I know how to break it.”

	Lightning flashed through the cracked windows, casting fractured light across the room. The drives pulsed brighter, as if alive. Somewhere deep beneath the city, the Memory Factory continued its endless work — manufacturing pasts, rewriting presents, erasing futures.
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