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Prologue: The Nature of Forgetting
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Memory merchants have a saying: The mind is not a recording device, but a story we tell ourselves.

I used to believe that. Back when I first joined the Guild, when memory manipulation was still more art than science. We were storytellers then, helping people edit their personal narratives, removing the chapters that caused them pain.

But stories have a way of writing themselves.

The first time I saw a memory evolve—truly evolve, not just change or fade—I was three years into my practice. A routine removal, nothing special. The client wanted to forget a failed relationship, standard procedure. But when I initiated the extraction protocols, something impossible happened.

The memory resisted.

Not in the usual way, with emotional attachments or neural entanglements. No, this memory adapted. It changed its neural signature, shifted its pathways, learned from my attempts to remove it.

I should have reported it immediately. Should have flagged it for Guild review, subjected myself to the mandatory psychological evaluation for witnessing memory anomalies.

Instead, I watched it. Studied it. Became obsessed with it.

That was my first mistake.

The second was believing I could control what came after.

The third...

Well. The third mistake is why I'm recording this now, encrypting it with protocols that even I won’t be able to break. Because by the time you're reading this, I won't remember writing it. Won't remember any of it.

And that's probably for the best.

But somewhere in the quantum-shifted archives of the Memory Guild, in the spaces between officially sanctioned consciousnesses, something is stirring. Something is waking up.

Something is remembering.

And this time, I won't be around to stop it.
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Chapter 1: Fragments of You
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The neon sign outside my shop window pulsed in syncopated rhythm with my heartbeat—or perhaps that was just another side effect of too many neural dampeners. Mnemosyne's Vault: Premium Memory Services cast its familiar blue glow across my workspace, where I sat hunched over another client's consciousness, spread out before me like delicate flower petals ready to be pressed between pages.

I'd seen thousands of memories in my line of work. Happy ones, tragic ones, memories so intimate they made me feel like a voyeur even with all my professional detachment. But I'd never seen my own face staring back at me from someone else's mind.

Until today.

The fragment floated in my calibration chamber like a soap bubble caught in amber. Most memories had a distinct texture to them—joy felt effervescent, grief had a viscous quality, anger crackled like static electricity. But this one... this one felt like coming home after a long journey, familiar and foreign all at once.

I adjusted my neural interface, double-checking the client information. Eden Martinez, age 34, seeking complete removal of a three-year period spanning 2189 to 2192. Standard procedure for relationship purges, though the timeframe was longer than usual. Most people only needed a few months excised, maybe a year at most. Three years suggested something deeper, more entangled.

My hands trembled as I enhanced the fragment, letting it expand until it filled my field of vision. There I was, younger by about five years, laughing at something off-camera. My hair was different then—streaked with chrome nanites that caught the light like liquid mercury. A fashion choice I'd abandoned after... after what? The memory felt like pressing on a bruise I hadn't known was there.

"Ms. Chen?" The client's voice startled me out of my reverie. Eden Martinez stood in my office doorway, silhouetted against the perpetual twilight of Neo-Shanghai. They were attractive in an understated way, with features that seemed to shift subtly depending on the angle—probably genetic art, popular among the creative class these days.

"Please, call me Aria," I said, smoothing my expression into professional neutrality. "I was just reviewing your initial scan. Please, have a seat."

Eden moved with the fluid grace of someone who'd had extensive biomechanical optimization, settling into the client chair with casual elegance. Their eyes, I noticed, were the exact shade of amber as my calibration chamber. Custom work, definitely high-end.
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