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Chapter 1: The Last Clean Slate
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The pod hissed open.

Elias Voss watched the mist curl up from the seal—sterile, cold, smelling faintly of ozone and cleaning solvent. Inside, the tester's eyes fluttered open. A man, fifty-two years old, terminal pancreatic cancer. Three weeks to live. He had volunteered for the Memory Harvest Program because, as he put it, "I'd rather die giving you data than in a bed that smells like bleach."

"How do you feel?" Elias asked.

The man blinked. Looked at his hands. Moved his fingers one by one. "Like I just woke up from a dream I can't remember."

"Good. That's the intended effect."

The Glass Coffin Protocol had a simple premise. Place a subject inside the VR pod. Induce a controlled death simulation—heart rate drop, oxygen reduction, synaptic wind-down. Record every neural spike in the hippocampus during the final 180 seconds. Then reset. Wipe the recording buffer. Bring the subject back with no memory of the experience.

Clean slate. No trauma. No nightmares.
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The system reset. The memory stayed.
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