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Dedication
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To the ghosts of our yesterdays—

may they find their truth in our tomorrows.

And to every reader who has ever looked in the mirror

and wondered which parts of their reflection

were borrowed, bought, or built.
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Prologue
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The most dangerous memory is the one you didn’t know you were supposed to forget.

It begins like a flaw in the film—a flicker of light where there should only be dark. Leo Vance didn’t find it in a dusty journal or a hidden letter. He found it while doing his job, polishing a lie for a man who could afford to erase truth entirely.

The memory file was labelled *Sterling, Marlowe. Incident 12-A. Sanitize & Seal.* Leo’s fingers moved with practiced grace across the holographic interface, isolating emotional bleed, smoothing violent edges. He was a ghost in the machine of other people’s pasts, a silent editor of souls.

And then he saw it.

A three-second splice, raw and unprocessed, buried under layers of digital encryption. It was a child’s-eye view: the patterned linoleum of a hospital corridor, the squeak of a gurney wheel, the smell of antiseptic and rain. A woman’s hand, limp and pale, slipping from a white sheet. A standard tragedy. A routine deletion.

But then the child looked up. Into a reflective security window.

And in the warped glass, Leo didn’t see the ghost of Marlowe Sterling’s childhood.

He saw his own face. His own seven-year-old eyes, wide with a terror he had no memory of feeling.

The file claimed the location was St. Vincent’s, over three hundred miles from where his own mother had died. The timestamp was the exact date, the exact hour.

A cold void opened inside his chest, silent and absolute. His entire life—the lonely, curated, carefully constructed story of Leo Vance, orphan, artist of amnesia—wavered like a mirage.

He leaned back in his chair, the ambient hum of his apartment suddenly deafening. Outside his window, the city glittered, a monument to manufactured truths and comfortable fictions.

Leo had built a career on a simple principle: nothing is true until it is remembered. Now, staring at the reflection of a boy he never knew he was, he understood the terrifying inverse.

Sometimes, the truth remembers you.
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PART I: THE SANITIZED LIFE
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Chapter 1: The Narrative Cleaner
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The man on the screen was crying.

Leo Vance watched him, fingers hovering over the keyboard. The memory played in a tight loop—a first-person view of shaking hands, a spilled glass of red wine on a white rug, a woman’s voice saying, “It’s over, Mark. It’s just... over.”

Raw. Messy. Human.

Leo’s job was to clean it up.

He isolated the audio track with a few keystrokes. The woman’s voice—sharp with disappointment—was softened. The words “it’s over” were gently separated from the rest of the sentence and deleted. In their place, Leo spliced in a neutral sigh from another part of the recording. He adjusted the visual next, blurring the harsh spill of the wine into a mere shadow on the rug. He toned down the client’s own choking sob, reducing it to a shaky breath.

In ninety seconds, a moment of devastating heartbreak became a mild, sad misunderstanding. A memory of rupture became a memory of a rough evening. The kind you sigh about, not the kind that breaks you.

Transaction complete. The words flashed on the screen. Credits transferred.

Leo leaned back in his chair, the familiar hollow feeling settling in his stomach. He called it “the after-quiet.” The silence that followed the act of stealing truth.

His apartment was a monument to this quiet. White walls, minimal furniture, a window that showed the glittering teeth of New Haven’s skyline but kept its roar locked outside. No photos, no souvenirs. Nothing that could hold a memory he hadn’t approved.

A new notification chimed, sharp in the stillness. Not a standard client. This one was flagged VERIDIAN-CLASS—a label reserved for the elite, the powerful, the people who didn’t just edit memories but rewrote histories.

The sender was anonymous, but the digital signature was impossible to fake: Marlowe Sterling.

Leo’s breath caught. Everyone knew Sterling. The reclusive tech billionaire. The founder of Echo Systems, the company that had pioneered the neural implants Leo himself used for his work. Sterling wasn’t just a client; he was the architect of the very world Leo lived in.

The file was titled: STERLING, M. - *Incident 12-A. Sanitize & Seal.*

The message below was brief:

*“Vance. Your reputation precedes you. This is a delicate fragment. Erase it. Make it never was. Fee is triple your standard rate. Non-negotiable deadline: 48 hours.” *

Triple the rate. Leo calculated the number. It was “never-work-again” money. “Disappear-forever” money.

He opened the file.

It was surprisingly small. Most Veridian-class jobs were sprawling things—whole years of life to be restructured. This was a single, three-second memory clip. The metadata said it was old, extracted from a first-generation implant. Location: St. Vincent’s Medical Center. Date: October 17th, twenty-three years ago.

Leo hit play.

The perspective was low—a child’s eye view. A blur of polished hospital linoleum, the squeaking wheel of a gurney, the smell of antiseptic so strong he could almost taste it through the screen. A woman’s pale, limp hand slipped from beneath a white sheet.

A tragic, but common, scene. A perfect candidate for sanitization. Sterling probably wanted the cold, clinical details softened. The hand tucked in. The smell dialed down.

But something was off. The file was too clean. There were no emotional spikes in the bio-data, no residual fear or grief in the neural readout. It was like watching a scene through thick, soundproof glass.

Focus, Leo. He began his standard process. He isolated the audio, ready to mute the squeaky wheel. He flagged the visual of the hand for gentle blurring.

His eyes flicked to the corner of the clip, to a warped reflection in a shiny cabinet door on the edge of the frame. Standard practice was to erase incidental reflections—they were noise, irrelevant to the core memory.

He zoomed in.

The reflection was distorted, but clear enough. It showed the face of the child having this memory.

A young boy. Maybe seven. Dark hair messy, eyes wide not with tears, but with a stark, frozen terror.

Leo’s own fingers went cold on the keyboard.

He knew that face.

He was that face.

The room tilted. The sterile white walls seemed to press in. He fumbled for his desk drawer, yanking it open. From beneath a stack of data chips, he pulled a single, faded photograph—the only personal artifact he owned.

It was a picture of him as a boy, age seven, standing with his mother in front of their old apartment building. Her smile was bright. His was shy. He looked at the boy in the photo, then back at the boy in the reflection on his screen.

They were the same.

But that was impossible. His mother didn’t die in a hospital. She died at home. In a fire. He’d been at school. He’d been told. He’d...

He’d accepted.

A cold, sharp crack echoed through the foundation of his life.

The metadata on Sterling’s file glared at him: St. Vincent’s Medical Center. October 17th.

The date of his mother’s death.

Leo Vance, the man who made a living editing the past, was suddenly staring at a piece of his own that made no sense. A piece he had never known existed.

The after-quiet in his apartment wasn’t quiet anymore. It was a deafening, screaming void.

He had 48 hours to erase this memory for the most powerful man in the city.

But how do you erase a memory when it’s the first real thing you’ve seen in years?
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Chapter 2: The Sterling Commission
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Sleep was a foreign country. Leo spent the night trapped between his screens, the ghost of his own childhood staring back at him from the warped reflection. He ran the clip a hundred times. He analyzed the pixels, the light sources, the audio frequencies. He compared it to his one photograph until his vision blurred.

It wasn’t a fake. The memory was authentic, pulled directly from a neural implant. But whose?

According to the file, it was Marlowe Sterling’s memory. A young Sterling, losing someone in a hospital.

According to Leo’s own life, it was an impossibility. A glitch in his reality.

By dawn, his choice was a cold, hard knot in his chest. Option one: Do the job. Wipe the three-second clip, collect a fortune, and bury the confusion under a mountain of credits. It’s what the old Leo—the Cleaner—would have done.

Option two...

He looked at the boy in the reflection. The terror in those eyes wasn’t for the woman on the gurney. It was for something else. Something behind the person recording.

Option two was to step into the glitch.

He opened a new window, his fingers moving on instinct. He wasn’t just a cleaner; he was a forger, an editor. He couldn’t change the source file Sterling had sent—that was locked. But he could make a copy. And he could edit the edit.

He created a perfect, sanitized version of *Incident 12-A* for Sterling. He softened the edges, blurred the hand, muted the sounds. A flawless, emotionless void. He saved it to a secure chip, ready for delivery.

Then, working on the copy, he did the opposite. He sharpened the image. He enhanced the reflection in the cabinet door. He isolated and amplified the faint, background sounds the original filter had muted.

Under the squeak of the gurney wheel, he found it: a voice. Muffled, barely a whisper, speaking to the child.

“Don’t look. Don’t you ever look.”

A man’s voice. Low. Not kind. An order.

Leo’s blood turned to ice. He played it again. And again.

The deadline was a clock ticking in his skull. Sterling would expect the cleaned file. But Sterling had also, unknowingly, handed Leo a key. A key to a door Leo never knew was locked.

He needed context. He needed to know what *Incident 12-A* was part of. Sterling’s file was a single puzzle piece. He needed to see the whole picture.

This was the dangerous part. The illegal part. Accessing a client’s full memory archive was a violation of every contract and every law. It was what the industry called “ghosting.” If you were caught, you weren’t just fired. You were erased.

He opened a backchannel portal, a digital ghost tunnel he used only for extreme emergencies. He input Sterling’s anonymous code. The system asked for a bypass key. Leo took a deep breath and input a sequence he’d stolen from a corrupt Echo Systems inspector two years ago, saving it for a day he hoped would never come.

The portal dilated, a swirling vortex of encrypted data. For a terrifying second, nothing happened. Then, a directory list appeared.

STERLING, MARLOWE. PRIMARY ARCHIVE.

His heart hammered against his ribs. He scanned the list. It was vast—decades of life sorted by year, by project, by “incident.” He found a cluster from twenty-three years ago. Incident 10, 11, 12...

*Incident 12-B* was corrupted. *12-C* was missing entirely.

But *12-A* had a linked tag. ASSOCIATED FILE: PERSONNEL LOG - ST. VINCENT’S, SECURITY WING.

He opened it. It was a visitor log for the hospital’s private wing. Dated October 17th. He scrolled, his eyes skimming names and clearance codes.

And then he froze.

Halfway down the list was a name that stole the air from his lungs.

VISITOR: VANCE, ELOISE.

CLEARANCE: MEDICAL ETHICS OVERSIGHT.

PATIENT VISITED: STERLING, M. (MINOR).

ESCORT: DR. A. SILVA.

Eloise Vance.

His mother.

She wasn’t supposed to be there. She was a historian, not a medical ethicist. She worked at a university, not for a hospital oversight board.

And the patient visited was Sterling, M. (Minor).

Marlowe Sterling had been in the hospital that day. As a child. And Leo’s mother had been there to see him. Right before she died.

The pieces didn’t fit. They crashed together, jagged and wrong.

A new, urgent alert flashed on his main screen, severing the backchannel connection. It was a priority message from his agency.

“Vance. Your Sterling commission has been flagged for direct oversight. A courier will arrive at your location in one hour to collect the sanitized file. Do not deviate. Do not inquire. Await arrival.”

Direct oversight. They never did that. It meant Sterling—or someone very close to him—didn’t trust the standard digital transfer. They were sending a person. To his door.

Leo looked from the visitor log on his screen to the sanitized data chip on his desk. The chip contained the lie he was supposed to deliver.

But the truth—his mother’s name on that log, the man’s voice in the memory, his own face in the reflection—was a virus now, spreading through his mind.

The courier was coming in one hour.

He had sixty minutes to decide who he was: the Cleaner who delivered the lie, or the son who started digging for a truth that was already burying him alive.

He reached for the data chip. Then, his hand veered to the right. He picked up the faded photograph of his mother instead.

For the first time in his professional life, Leo Vance didn’t know what to erase. He only knew he was about to break the only rule that mattered: never get caught in your own story.

He saved the visitor log to a hidden, offline drive. Then he stood up, and walked to the window. Down in the street, forty floors below, the early morning city was waking up. Soon, a courier would be moving through those streets, coming for him.

Leo had never felt more visible, and more completely lost, in his life.
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Chapter 3: The Perfect Edit
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The knock, when it came, was all wrong.

It wasn’t the brisk, polite rap of a delivery person. It was a single, solid thud—the sound of a fist, not knuckles, against reinforced polymer. It echoed through Leo’s silent apartment like a gunshot.

One hour. Right on time.

Leo stood in the center of the room, the sanitized data chip a cool, sharp rectangle in his palm. On the surface, he was ready. The file was perfect. The lie was flawless.

But underneath, everything was chaos. The name Vance, Eloise burned behind his eyes. The whispered “Don’t look” played on a loop in his mind.

He approached the door, his own reflection ghosting in its dark surface. He took a breath, schooling his face into the neutral, professional mask he wore for clients. The mask of the Cleaner. The man who felt nothing.

He opened the door.

The courier wasn’t what he expected. He’d imagined a sleek corporate drone in a tailored suit. The woman standing in his hallway was neither sleek nor corporate. She was tall, with a sharp, athletic build under a worn leather jacket. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy knot. But it was her eyes that held him—a cool, assessing gray, scanning him and the apartment behind him in one swift, practiced glance.

“Leo Vance?” Her voice was low, flat. It wasn’t a question that expected an answer.

“You’re the oversight?” Leo asked, keeping his tone neutral.

“I’m the collection.” She held out a gloved hand, palm up. No greeting, no identification. “The file.”

Her directness was a weapon. Leo felt the weight of the chip in his hand. This was the moment. Hand it over, and the commission was complete. The money would hit his account. The truth about his mother would remain a buried, private poison.

His fingers tightened. “I need a verification code. Standard protocol for direct handoff.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Sterling doesn’t use standard protocol.” She recited a nine-digit alphanumeric string. It was the master key associated with the original commission file. Only Sterling or his absolute top tier could know it.

The verification was real. This was it.

Leo’s hand moved, extending the chip. Her gloved fingers closed around it, but as she took it, her other hand shot out, lightning fast, and grabbed his wrist. Her grip was like steel.

“He also wanted you to have a message,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

Leo froze, his pulse hammering against her thumb.

“The edit is acceptable,” she recited, her gray eyes locking onto his. “But the curiosity is not. Consider your commission, and your association with Echo Systems, terminated. Effective immediately.”

The words hit him like a physical blow. Terminated. They knew. They knew he’d looked. They knew he’d ghosted the archive.

“My mother—” The words slipped out, raw and stupid, before he could stop them.

The courier’s eyes narrowed. The assessment in them deepened, shifted. For a fraction of a second, he saw something else there—not just cold efficiency, but a flicker of recognition. Or pity.

“You have no mother here, Mr. Vance,” she said, her voice final. “You have no past. You’re a Cleaner. And now, you’re not even that.”

She released his wrist, turned, and walked down the hallway without a backward glance. Her boots made no sound on the polished floor.

Leo stood in the open doorway, the chill from the hall seeping into his bones. He was cut off. The system that had been his life, his identity, his protection, had just ejected him.

And it had left him with nothing but a ghost in a reflection and a name on a stolen log.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





