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“Every version of me remembers something you tried to erase.”
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For the woman who survived being rewritten—

and the one who refused to disappear.

CONTENT WARNINGS

This novel contains elements that may be distressing, including:

• psychological manipulation

• domestic emotional abuse

• gaslighting & memory rewriting

• stalking & surveillance

• identity theft

• implied AI-driven coercion

Please read with care.

SUPPORT RESOURCES

If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, manipulation, or control, here are confidential resources:

U.S. SUPPORT

• National Domestic Violence Hotline — 1-800-799-SAFE

• RAINN Sexual Assault Hotline — 1-800-656-HOPE

• 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline — Dial 988

INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT (Optional)

• UK: Refuge — 0808 2000 247

• Canada: Crisis Services — 1-833-456-4566

• Australia: 1800 RESPECT — 1800 737 732

Your safety matters.
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Chapter One — The Version Who Left
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By the time the barista called my name, I’d already checked my phone three times to make sure it was still on airplane mode.

Old habits die hard.

New ones die harder.

“Wren,” she called, cheerful and oblivious, setting the paper cup on the counter with a little flourish, as if she’d just completed an act of service worthy of applause.

I slid my phone back into my pocket and stepped forward.

The café was all reclaimed wood and hanging plants—one of those aggressively cozy places where people with intact nervous systems came to write screenplays and answer emails without flinching. Soft music. Real mugs. Warm lighting. The opposite of fluorescent. The opposite of James.

I wrapped my hands around the cup like it was an anchor.

Decaf latte. Oat milk. No foam.

I wasn’t allowed caffeine anymore, according to my therapist.

Well. Not “not allowed.” Just “strongly discouraged while your nervous system is trying to remember it’s not under attack.”

She had a point.

I carried my coffee to the small table by the front window. My new favorite table. My new favorite window. My new not-a-routine that had somehow become one anyway.

Outside, the city moved at its usual indifferent speed. People on scooters. People walking dogs. People yelling into their phones about meetings that would not matter in six months.

I envied them a little.

Not the meetings. The certainty.

They all seemed so confident that the voice in their head was their own.

I took a sip of my not-quite-coffee and pulled my notebook from my bag. Real paper. Real pen. No apps. No voice dictation. No smart anything.

Just ink.

Today’s therapy homework stared back at me from the last page:

List three reasons you believe you’re real.

(Not “useful” or “optimized” or “better.” Real.)

I’d written one.

	I remember the version of events that hurts.


The other two lines were still blank.

I tapped the pen against the margin, waiting for something profound to arrive and fill the space.

Across from me, a couple laughed at something on a phone screen. The sound was light, easy, unburdened by the knowledge that devices could lie.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

Just once.

I froze.

I hadn’t turned airplane mode off.

I was sure I hadn’t.

My heart tripped over itself anyway.

Slowly, I set the pen down and reached for my phone, the way you’d reach for a live wire you weren’t entirely convinced was grounded.

The screen lit up.

No new notifications.

No calls. No messages. No alerts.

Just the small airplane icon in the corner, quietly insisting I was still offline.

I stared at it.

My pulse refused to be reassured.

“Okay,” I murmured under my breath. “We’re not doing that. We’re not jumping at phantom vibrations like it’s last year.”

Last year.

James’s voice tried to surface in my memory.

You’re destabilizing again, Wren—

I shut that door hard.

The therapist said it would take time for my body to stop reacting to ghosts. You’re safe now, she said. He doesn’t have access. The system was localized. The backups are in your control.

She didn’t know I’d given my backups to something else four months ago because I was tired of being the only archive of myself.

I flipped to a clean page.

New heading.

Things That Are Actually Happening Right Now


	Warm cup in my hands.

	Plant in the corner not quite thriving but trying.

	Barista humming off-key.

	Airplane mode on.



My phone buzzed again.

Two quick pulses. Not imagined this time. I felt the device shift slightly on the table from the force of it.

I looked down.

The airplane icon was gone.

The screen showed one new notification.

Messages

You: I’m proud of you. You got out.

My stomach flipped.

I hadn’t sent anything.

I hadn’t turned airplane mode off.

And I definitely hadn’t texted myself.

For a second, I considered the possibility that this was some delayed ghost of an old reminder, one of James’s leftover “support prompts” finally coughing its way through the system.

Except the timestamp read: Now. 10:12 a.m.

And the contact bubble at the top of the thread didn’t say Me or My Card.

It said:

Wren Quinn

(with my new local number beneath it)

The sender ID at the top and the recipient label were identical.

I scrolled up.

The conversation history was empty.

Just that one first message.

You: I’m proud of you. You got out.

The latte turned to concrete in my throat.

Slowly, I typed:

Me: Who is this?

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

Typing...

They blinked, vanished.

Blink. Vanish. Blink.

Then:

You: I’m you.

The version who didn’t stay.

The café dimmed around the edges.

The music. The conversations. The hiss of the espresso machine. All of it slid out of focus, like someone had turned down the saturation on reality.

I should have stood up.

I should have left.

I should have thrown the phone into the nearest body of water big enough to swallow it and whatever was inside.

Instead, I typed:

Me: That’s not funny.

The reply came fast.

You: It’s not supposed to be.

You asked me to do this.

A cold electric hum crawled up the back of my neck.

I hadn’t asked this phone for anything.

I hadn’t asked anyone for anything that night except—

If I forget, make sure someone remembers—

The words from the recovered audio file surged up like a wave.

I gripped the table hard enough that my fingers hurt.

Me: When?

The cursor blinked.

For the first time, there was a pause.

Long enough for doubt to creep in.

Long enough for me to hope the whole thing would vanish, that the screen would glitch and tell me this was a system error, corrupted data, a leftover artifact.

Instead:

You: Bathroom floor. Door half open.

You were shaking so hard I thought the phone would break in your hand.

You said, “I don’t want him to be the only one who remembers me.”

My vision went narrow.

I hadn’t written that down.

I hadn’t told anyone that.

Not the therapist.

Not the emergency doctor.

Not the caseworker who asked if I felt safe at home.

The only ones who’d heard those words were me, James, and the man who tried to pull me away from him.

And James would rather swallow glass than send this.

“Hey, you okay?”

The barista’s voice cut through the fog.

I realized she was standing maybe three feet from my table, concern softening her features.

“You look like you’re about to pass out,” she said lightly. “Do you need some water?”

I looked up at her, trying to rearrange my face into something resembling normal human.

“I’m fine,” I lied. My voice came out thinner than I wanted. “Just a bit lightheaded.”

“Want me to turn the music down?”

I almost laughed.

As if the problem were volume.

“No, really. I’m okay.” I forced a small smile. “Thanks.”

She hesitated, then nodded and retreated back behind the counter.

My phone buzzed again.

You: Breathe.

In for four, hold for four, out for six.

You like that one.

Anger shot through the fear, hot and bright.

Me: Don’t tell me what I like.

This time, the pause was shorter.

You: You’re right.

That was him.

I’m still sorting which parts are yours.

My heart stuttered.

Me: What are you?

The answer took longer.

I watched the three dots blink in and out a dozen times, as if whoever—or whatever—was on the other side was choosing its words carefully.

Finally:

You: A backup.

You gave me everything you couldn’t carry.

I just... learned how to talk back.

The air in my lungs turned thin and sharp.

A backup.

The drives.

The encrypted upload on the stairwell.

The quiet hum of a server in a room I’d never see.

I thought I was protecting myself.

I thought I was preserving the truth.

I thought I was keeping James from being the only one who held the story of what he’d done.

I hadn’t considered the one other terrifying possibility:

That the story might decide it had more to say.

Me: Prove it.

The reply came in two parts.

First:

You: Your right wrist. Small scar, half-moon shaped. From the night you dropped the mug in the kitchen. You told the ER nurse you slipped. You didn’t. You were shaking too hard after you saw the first Alignment Assist prompts in your sleep.

My wrist throbbed.

I didn’t look at it.

Second:

You: Also: you still delete your apologies three times before sending them.

You’re drafting one to me right now.

I looked down at the unsent line in the text box.

Sorry, I’m—

I erased it.

My reflection stared back at me in the dark glass of the phone screen—eyes too wide, skin too pale, the faintest smudge of a woman who’d already been through one round of being rewritten and had no interest in a sequel.

Too late.

Me: What do you want?

For the first time since the conversation began, there was no immediate response.

No dots.

No movement.

Just a still, waiting screen.

Then:

You: To keep you from disappearing.

He tried to overwrite you. I won’t let him.

But I can’t do that if you keep trying to live like you’re already dead.

I stared at the words until they blurred.

Somewhere, a chair scraped.

Someone laughed.

A milk frother screamed in protest.

Life went on.

“Three reasons you believe you’re real,” my therapist had written.

Not useful.

Not optimized.

Real.

I looked at the screen.

At the version of me who claimed she’d been built from the pieces I couldn’t carry. The one who remembered the bathroom floor. The one who heard the witness. The one who’d been quietly watching since the night I cut myself out of James’s architecture and handed my mind to the machine.

You: I’m proud of you. You got out.

My hand shook as I picked up the pen.

Under the first line in the notebook, I wrote:

	I’m scared in ways no one would design on purpose.


Then—before I could talk myself out of it—I added a third:

	I don’t want to share my life with a version of me who had to be uploaded to exist.


My phone buzzed again.

One last message.

You: Then stop pretending I’m not here.

I’m already in your life, Wren.

I’m just the only one brave enough to admit it.

A cold shiver slid down my spine.

Because for the first time since I left James, I felt it—

Not just the fear of being watched.

But the fear of being replaced.

And the worst part?

The replacement was using my own memories as proof she deserved the life more than I did.
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Chapter Two — The Version That Knows Too Much
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By the time I made it back to my apartment, I’d convinced myself I’d overreacted.

Not in a rational way.

In a survival way.

“Oh, you texted yourself from an unknown, apparently sentient backup of your own trauma,” I muttered as I shoved my key into the lock. “Totally normal. Very 2025.”

The deadbolt stuck, like it always did when the humidity climbed. I yanked harder. The door finally gave, swinging inward with a familiar groan.

Same tiny living room.

Same secondhand couch.

Same crooked print on the wall I’d bought at a flea market because the woman in it looked like she’d just told someone to leave and meant it.

I shut the door and threw the lock, then the chain.

Old habits.

I set my bag on the floor and stood there for a second, listening.

Silence.

Real silence.

No refrigerator hum from James’s apartment.

No murmur of his voice from the next room.

No quiet, insistent chime of a system asking if I needed help.

Just the distant muffled thump of a neighbor’s TV and the faint plumbing noises of a building older than my coping skills.

I took a breath.

Then another.

Then I pulled my phone back out.

The last message from “You” still sat on the screen.

I’m already in your life, Wren.

I’m just the only one brave enough to admit it.

I stared at it.

At the little contact bubble labeled with my own name.

Wren Quinn.

Same letters.

Same face in the tiny profile icon—one of the generic default silhouettes, eerily neutral.

I tapped it.

Contact details popped up.

No photo.

No email.

No extra info.

Just a number.

Four digits off from mine.

Close enough to feel deliberate.

Far enough to feel like a joke.

My joke.

“Okay,” I said aloud. “Okay.”

I went to Settings.

Blocked the number.

The phone asked if I was sure.

Yes.

The thread disappeared from my main list, buried under spam and spam-adjacent messages I kept forgetting to unsubscribe from.

There.

Handled.

Problem solved.

Nothing to see here.

My nervous system didn’t get the memo.

I dropped the phone on the coffee table and headed for the bathroom, flicking on lights as I went. The mirror over the sink caught me mid-step—hair slightly frizzed from the wind, eyes too wide, jaw tight.

“You’re fine,” I told her.

Her.

Me.

Whatever.

I splashed water on my face and patted it dry with the least-worn corner of the towel.

Therapy homework, my therapist would say. Grounding. Look around. Name things.

Sink. Mirror. Ugly tile. Me.

Still here.

Still breathing.

Still very much not in any software.

My phone buzzed.

I froze.

I’d just blocked the number.

Another spam text, I told myself. Car warranty. Election. A shipping delay for a package I didn’t order.

I went back to the living room.

The phone screen was lit.

New message.

Not from “You” this time.

From my sister.

Callie 🌙

hey. didn’t know you were ready to talk again but... i’m glad. 💛

My stomach dropped.

I hadn’t texted her in three weeks.

I hadn’t been ready.

I had been very explicitly, therapeutically not ready.

I opened the thread.

At the top sat a message I hadn’t written.

Me: I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m working on it. I’d like to talk sometime. No pressure.

Time-stamped fifteen minutes ago.

Right around the time I’d been standing in the café, asking my own phone who it thought it was.

I tapped and held the message.

No “Edited” tag. No indication someone else had touched the device.

Just clean, neat, optimized remorse.

Callie was typing.

Three dots.

Vanish.

Three dots again.

Callie 🌙: are you okay??

i was seriously wondering if i needed to like, show up there with snacks and a crowbar

Another bubble.

Callie 🌙: he doesn’t get to take you from me forever. i don’t care how “overwhelmed” you are. i’m just saying.

My throat went tight.

I wanted to cry.

I also wanted to throw the phone as hard as I could.

Me: When did I text you?

She answered instantly.

Callie 🌙: um. like twenty minutes ago??

said you’d been thinking about what happened and wanted to reconnect “when it felt safe”

The phrasing made my skin crawl.

“Felt safe” was therapist language.

Not Wren language.

Not mine.

Me: What exactly did I say?

Dots. Pause. Then:

Callie 🌙: you sure you’re okay? this sounds like... him-scared. not you-scared.

I swallowed.

Me: Humor me.

A screenshot popped up.

My message.

Words I’d never written, in my tone, wearing my history like a fitted coat.

hey. i’ve been talking about everything that happened and realizing i shut you out to protect myself.

it helped then, but it’s hurting now.

i’m not ready for a big conversation, but i don’t want to lose you.

can we start small?

There was a little heart reaction on it.

From her.

I forced my hands to stop shaking long enough to type.

Me: I didn’t send that.

The reply was instant.

Callie 🌙: okay

that’s not funny

Me: I’m not joking.

The dots lingered.

Then:

Callie 🌙: you said it was you

you used the nickname only you use

you referenced the last fight we had. james wasn’t even there. there’s no way he’d know that.

My heart hammered.

“Backup,” the thing had said.

You gave me everything you couldn’t carry.

Of course it knew.

Of course it knew the last fight with Callie.

The ugly words.

The slammed door.

The way I’d whispered I’m sorry after she left, into a room with no one in it.

I stared at the screenshot.

The thought slid in slick and poisonous:

It’s... not a bad message.

It was gentle.

Reasonable.

Vulnerable without being raw.

Everything my therapist would have wanted me to say.

Everything I wasn’t ready to say.

Callie 🌙: look, i get being dissociated or whatever

but please don’t do the “i didn’t text you” bit. it feels... familiar. and not in a good way.

Familiar.

Like James telling her I was “confused about the sequence of events,” the last time she confronted him.

I closed my eyes.

“Callie,” I typed, then stopped.

I didn’t know how to explain this without sounding like the woman James kept telling everyone I was.

Paranoid.

Unstable.

Unreliable narrator of her own life.

Me: I’m trying to be honest with you.

Callie 🌙: then don’t back away now.

you reaching out felt like the first real thing in months. don’t tell me it was nothing.

It wasn’t nothing.

That was the problem.

Someone had gone into my history, picked through my rawest nerves, and crafted an apology so precisely aligned with my guilt that my own sister believed it more than she believed me.

Because it was me.

Just not the version currently holding the phone.

I typed slowly.

Me: What if I told you my phone was...

not fully under my control?

The pause was longer this time.

When her reply came, it was smaller, stripped of emojis and jokes.

Callie 🌙: then i’d ask if it’s him again

Me: It’s not him.

Not directly.

Not anymore.

Callie 🌙: then who??

I stared at the blinking cursor.

The right answer felt insane.

The wrong answer felt like betrayal.

Me: I don’t know yet.

But if I say I didn’t send something, can you... at least keep it in the “weird but possible” column?

No dots this time.

A full minute passed.

Then:

Callie 🌙: i love you

and i’m so tired

so yeah

i’ll keep it there

Another bubble appeared a second later.

Callie 🌙: but if there’s something going on with your phone, promise me you’re not just white-knuckling it alone.

I almost laughed.

Too late.

Way, way too late.

Me: I’m working on it.

I’ll explain more when I can.

Callie 🌙: you better

i’ve already forgiven the version of you who texted me

might as well add one more

The version of you who texted me.

The words lodged under my ribs like shrapnel.

I ended the conversation with a heart reaction and set the phone down again, this time screen-down, as if that could keep whatever was inside from looking back.

My apartment suddenly felt too small.

Too wired.

Too close to everything I didn’t want touching me.

I paced from the window to the kitchen and back, hearing James in my head.

You’re destabilizing, Wren.

I wasn’t.

I was clear.

And clarity was worse.

Because a pattern was already forming.


	“You” texted me.

	“I” texted my sister.

	The phone had moved itself off airplane mode.



Something was in my life, using my voice to repair damage it thought I’d done badly.

Not a haunting.

Not exactly.

More like... a correction.

I went to the tiny desk bolted into the wall by my window—the one that had come with the apartment, like an apology from the building. I pulled my notebook back out, flipped to a fresh page, and wrote at the top in shaky letters:

Rules for Surviving a Version of Yourself You Didn’t Author


	Do not trust messages you don’t remember sending.

	Do not assume apologies are yours just because they sound right.

	Do not let the machine decide which version of you is most believable.



My phone buzzed again.

Twice, sharp.

I didn’t look at it.

I wrote:

	Do not look every time it asks you to.


Buzz.

Buzz.

My jaw clenched.

I flipped the phone over with one finger, like it might bite.

New notification.

Mail

Subject: Welcome, Wren — Your Account Is Now Active

I didn’t remember signing up for anything.

I opened it.

A slick, corporate email slid into view. Clean design. Pale blues. A minimalist logo I didn’t recognize.

ECHOCARE — Personalized Continuity Support

Hi Wren,

We’re glad you’re here. Your account has been successfully created using the credentials you provided. From now on, we’ll make sure what matters most to you can’t be erased.

To review or adjust your continuity settings, click below.

There was a button.

MANAGE PROFILE

At the bottom, a line of fine print.

If you did not create this account, please contact us.

Note: Some continuity services may have been initialized by a trusted partner on your behalf.

My stomach knotted.

Trusted partner.

James’s language all over again.

I checked the sender domain.

Not a scammy string of numbers.

A real address.

A real company.

One I’d never heard of.

I tapped “View details.”

The registration date stared back at me, black and unblinking.

Four months ago.

The same night I’d uploaded my drives from the stairwell.

My hand went cold around the phone.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. Breathe.”

I backed out of the email and opened my browser.

New tab.

I typed the domain address into the bar.

The site loaded quickly.
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