[image: ]

COPYRIGHT PAGE


Edited Out Copyright © 2026 by G.H. Arthur


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental.


DEDICATION
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"The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there."

— L.P. Hartley

"Control the present, and you control the past. Control the past, and you control the future."

— George Orwell

"A photograph is not just a reflection of what was; it is a suggestion of what we wish to remain."

— Anonymous
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PREFACE

We live in the age of the curated self.

Every day, we perform a thousand small acts of editing. We crop out the background noise. We filter the shadows. We delete the moments of doubt until our digital archives reflect a life of uninterrupted light. We have become the archivists of our own mythologies.

But what happens when the hand holding the red pen isn’t yours?


Edited Out began as a question about the vulnerability of memory in a digital world. As I researched the ways in which neural networks can now "fill in" the gaps of a deleted object, I realized that we are approaching a horizon where the truth of our history is negotiable.


This story is for anyone who has ever felt their reality shifting beneath their feet. It is a reminder that while the archive can be edited, the soul—the messy, un-trackable, un-deletable core of who we are—remains.

— G.H. Arthur


PROLOGUE

The photograph exists in two versions now.

In the first version—the true version, or what I believed was true—I am standing on a beach in Costa Rica with my ex-husband Caleb. The sun is setting. The sky bleeds orange into pink. His arm is around my waist, and I can almost feel the warmth of it, the weight of it, the way his thumb moved slightly against my bare skin. We are smiling. We look like people who have found something worth keeping.

In the second version, I am alone.

The background is identical. The sky is exactly the same. The sand beneath my feet has not shifted. But Caleb is gone. Not cropped. Not blurred into abstraction. Seamlessly erased. The space where he stood has been filled in with beach and sky and light, as if he never occupied that moment at all. As if he never touched me. As if we never stood together watching that sun collapse into the ocean.

I discovered the second version at 2:47 AM on a Tuesday.

I was not awake. My apartment was dark. My laptop was closed. And yet, someone had been inside my most private archive, moving through my memories like an archivist reorganizing files, editing reality with the casual precision of a word processor. Delete. Paste. Replace. Save.

This is not a story about a missing person.

This is a story about a missing self. About the moment you realize that the person you've been documenting all your life—the version of you that exists in photographs and emails and text messages and calendar entries—is not necessarily the person you thought you were. That identity, like a photograph, can be edited. That memory, like metadata, can be spoofed. That the life you remember living might be nothing more than a narrative that survived editing.

And that the person editing it knows you better than you know yourself.


I work—worked—as a digital archivist. My job was to help people preserve their lives. Clients would hire my company to organize their digital legacies: thousands of photographs, documents, messages, videos. Moments that would otherwise scatter across the internet like sand, lost to failed hard drives and deleted cloud accounts and the natural entropy of time. We would curate these archives. We would create order from chaos. We would ensure that the versions of themselves that people wanted to remember—the versions they had chosen—would survive forever.


It is deeply, bitterly ironic that I did not realize someone was doing the opposite to me.

They were editing. Deleting. Rewriting. Creating order from chaos, yes, but in the wrong direction. Taking the life I had documented and systematically replacing it with something else. Something malleable. Something controlled. Something that looked like my life from the outside but felt like a lie from the inside.

My name is—

Actually, I'm not certain that matters anymore.

What matters is this: I was a woman who believed in truth. I believed that if you documented something, if you archived it, if you preserved it, then it was real. That reality could be proven by evidence. That identity could be anchored to the facts of your own life.

I was wrong.

And by the time I understood how wrong, it was far too late to stop it.

Everyone believes they know who they are. You know your own face. You remember your own history. You have photographs to prove it. You have emails and documents and a thousand small digital artifacts that confirm your existence. This is you. This is real. This is truth.

But what if someone told you that the archive is not the truth? What if the archive is just a story someone decided to keep? What if the person editing that story has more power over your identity than you do?

What happens then?

What happens to you?

The choice was simple. The choice was impossible.

Edit or accept.

And I think—I'm not sure anymore, but I think—that I chose wrong.


CHAPTER 1: SOMEONE EDITED HIM OUT


The photograph glows on my screen like a memory made flesh.


I'm scrolling through my cloud backup at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday, which is not unusual. My job is to organize other people's lives, so I spend my evenings organizing my own—sorting through the digital detritus of my existence, filing things away where they belong. Tonight, I'm looking for a specific image. Something I need to confirm actually happened.

The Costa Rica photos are in a folder labeled "VACATION_2024_JUN" which is exactly where I would have placed them, because I am meticulous about these things. Metadata matters. Organization is everything. Precision is how you prove something was real.

I find the folder at 11:54 PM.

I find the photo at 11:56 PM.

And it takes me approximately seventeen seconds to realize that someone has been inside my most private archive while I slept.

The beach is exactly as I remember it. White sand, the kind that squeaks between your toes. The sky is that specific shade of orange that only happens in the three minutes before the sun vanishes into the ocean—a color so perfect it looks photoshopped. The water behind me is still and mirror-bright, reflecting the dying light in fractured pieces of gold.

I am standing alone in the center of this perfect moment.


My hand shakes as I move the cursor closer. The image pixelates slightly, then resolves. I zoom in on the space to my right, where I know—where I absolutely, viscerally know—Caleb was standing. Where his arm was around my waist. Where he was looking at me instead of the sunset, the way he always did, that slight smile that meant he was about to say something that would make me laugh.


That space is now filled with beach. Seamlessly. Perfectly. As if he never existed.


Not cropped. Not blurred. Not deleted and left a blank space. Edited. The background has been reconstructed with such precision that you would need to be looking for the manipulation to see it. The sand continues exactly where it should. The sky blends without a seam. Even the water reflects light in a way that's mathematically consistent with the angle of the sun.


Whoever did this knew what they were doing.

I check the metadata. My cursor hovers over the "Properties" section. Last modified: three days ago. Timestamp: 2:47 AM.

I was asleep. My phone was on the nightstand. My laptop was closed on my desk, positioned at the exact angle I always leave it—slightly open, screen dark, humming faintly with the effort of running background processes. I was asleep in my bed, in my apartment, in my locked building, in the middle of a city where I have lived alone for two years.

And someone edited my photograph.

I click through to the next image in the sequence. This one shows Caleb and me sitting on the beach at sunset, his back to the camera, my head on his shoulder. In this version, he is still there. But something is wrong. I can feel it before I can see it. It's the same feeling you get when a photograph has been badly retouched—that uncanny valley between real and artificial, a wrongness that lives beneath the surface.

I zoom in on my face.

My expression has been altered. Subtly. My eyes are the same, but the corners of my mouth have been adjusted downward by what looks like two or three pixels. The line between my eyebrows is deeper. I look anxious. I look disquieted. I look like a woman sitting next to a man she doesn't trust, rather than a woman sitting next to a man she might be falling back in love with.

The change is barely visible. But it's there.

And it's wrong.

I scroll faster through the album, my breath coming quicker now. Each image gets the same treatment. A childhood photograph where someone in the background—my grandmother, I think, though I can't see her anymore because she's been pixelated into abstraction—has been obscured. A photo from my college graduation where my parents are standing beside me, but the position of their hands has been adjusted, making them look distant rather than proud. A selfie from last month where my smile is unchanged but my eyes are emptier, as if someone has reached into my digital archive and extracted the joy from the moment.

They're all edited.

I close the folder and lean back in my chair. The apartment is quiet around me. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that happens at midnight when the city briefly forgets how to make noise. I can hear the distant sound of traffic on the street below. I can hear the refrigerator humming in the kitchen. I can hear my own heartbeat, which is too fast, too loud, too present.

Someone has access to my cloud storage.

Not my account. Not my passwords. Not a breach of the system itself. If that were the case, the timestamps would be different. The edits would be crude, obvious. A real hacker would delete the original file and replace it entirely. They wouldn't bother with this level of precision.

This is not a hack.


This is access.


I reach for my phone and immediately stop. What am I going to do? Call the police and tell them someone photoshopped my vacation pictures? Call my ex-husband and ask if he remembers a moment that no longer has any photographic evidence that it happened?

Call my therapist and tell her that I'm certain someone has been in my digital life, except I can't prove it because all the proof I have looks like the desperate fabrications of a paranoid woman?

I make a new folder on my desktop. I name it "EVIDENCE." I download every file from my cloud backup and save it locally, creating redundancies, building a paper trail. If someone is editing my archive, I need to have backup copies. I need to have timestamps. I need to be able to prove that I'm not insane.

By the time I finish, it's 2:47 AM.

Exactly twenty-four hours since the Costa Rica photo was last modified.

I close my laptop and sit in the dark of my apartment. My eyes are wide open. My hands are trembling slightly. And I'm thinking about the photograph of Caleb and me, and how in one version I'm happy and he's there, and in another version I'm alone.

In one version, we happened. In another version, we're being erased.

I don't sleep for the rest of the night. I sit at my laptop with all the lights on, opening and closing folders, searching for other edits, for other violations, for proof that the life I've documented is still real.

But as the night wears on and the edits multiply—in emails, in text messages, in calendar entries, in photographs both small and profound—I begin to understand something that terrifies me more than any breach, any hack, any criminal intrusion into my digital life.

Someone doesn't just have access to my archive.

Someone is trying to tell me something.


And the message they're writing, one careful edit at a time, is this: You are not who you think you are. And I can prove it.



CHAPTER 2: THE CONVERSATION THAT NEVER HAPPENED


Idon't sleep. I exist in my apartment like a ghost, moving between rooms, staring at screens, trying to catalog the scope of the intrusion. By 7 AM, I've filled three notebooks with observations. By 9 AM, I've discovered forty-seven separate edits across my digital archive. By noon, I've lost count.


The sun comes through my living room windows at an angle that makes the dust motes visible, and I wonder if those are real dust motes or if someone has edited them there to make the room feel more lived-in. This is what has happened to me: I can no longer trust the basic elements of my own perception.

I need an anchor. Something external. Something that exists outside my own mind and my own files.

I need Elara.

My best friend and I have worked together at Archivist Digital for the past three years. We share a desk—technically two desks pushed together—and a coffee maker that has never been properly cleaned. We share jokes about our clients, theories about metadata, and, two weeks ago, a very specific conversation about Desmond Rook that I now cannot find anywhere.

I find her contact in my phone. The number is real. The text history is real. Eighteen months of messages asking if she wants to grab coffee, complaining about meetings, sharing screenshots of ridiculous client requests.

But there's a gap. Two weeks ago. Where there should be a thread of messages about a hallway conversation we had—a conversation I remember perfectly—there is nothing. Blank space. Edited out.

I call her.

She answers on the third ring, slightly breathless. "Sloane? Hey, is everything okay?"

Her voice is normal. Warm. The way it always is. This steadies me slightly.

"Yeah, I—" I stop. How do I ask this? "Do you remember two weeks ago? We were talking about a client. About some weird requests."

There's a pause. Long enough to be significant.

"Which client?" Elara's voice has changed slightly. It's more careful now.

"Desmond," I say. "We were talking about Desmond asking us to—" I stop again, realizing that I don't actually know how the conversation ended. "Asking us to do something unusual. With client files."

Another pause. This one stretches longer.

"Sloane." Elara's voice is gentle now, the way you talk to someone who might be confused. "We never had that conversation. I would remember something like that."

My stomach drops.

"You would remember," I repeat.

"Yeah. Obviously. That's not—I mean, we talk about all kinds of stuff, but I'm pretty sure I'd remember if someone was asking us to do anything weird with client files. That sounds like a big deal."

My hand is shaking. I grip the edge of my coffee table, trying to ground myself in something solid. "Okay. Right. I just—I could have sworn we talked about it."

"Maybe you're thinking of something else? Or maybe you dreamed it? I've been having weird dreams lately too." She laughs, but it sounds forced. "Is something wrong? You sound weird."

"No. I'm fine. Just tired. I didn't sleep."

"Then maybe go sleep? You're probably just confused."

I hang up seventeen seconds later, after telling her I love her and that I'll see her at the office tomorrow. Once the call ends, I sit in the silence of my apartment and try to understand what just happened.

Either I am misremembering a conversation that never took place.

Or Elara is lying to me.

Or someone has deleted that conversation from both our text history and her memory, which is impossible, except for the fact that someone has already edited my photographs while I slept, which should also be impossible.

I pull up my email.

Two weeks ago, I sent Elara several messages about the Desmond situation. I remember them clearly. Urgent. Concerned. Asking if she thought we should report something to HR.

I search my sent folder.

Nothing.

My hands are steady now. That's not good. That's how you know something is truly wrong—when your body stops being scared and starts being cold.

I pull up my calendar. I open the entry for the therapist appointment with Lyra—Dr. Lyra Belcourt—scheduled for three days ago at 4 PM on a Thursday.

The appointment is definitely there. Friday, 4 PM. Green block on my calendar. The notes say "ongoing work on control issues and professional anxiety."

I check my bank statement. I am billed monthly for therapy, every single month. The amount—$250—appears like clockwork. But three days ago, there is no charge. No transaction. The usual $250 is there from the month before, but that appointment slot is empty.

I call the therapist's office.

"Hi, this is Sloane Blackwood," I say to the receptionist. "I had an appointment with Dr. Belcourt this week and I just want to confirm—"

"Ms. Blackwood, I don't show any appointments for you this week. Your next appointment is scheduled for next Friday."

"But I—" I stop. "I'm looking at my calendar and it says I had an appointment on Thursday at 4 PM."

"Your calendar might be showing something that's not in our system. It happens sometimes with syncing issues. But I can confirm we don't have you down for this week."
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