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​Chapter 1: The Funeral
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The rain didn’t fall so much as it whispered, slipping through the silence like a secret no one dared speak aloud.

Elara Voss stood alone at the edge of the grave, a matte-black umbrella tilted against the wind, her face unreadable beneath its shadow. Her husband’s coffin—sleek, polished, and infuriatingly perfect—was slowly lowered into the earth, guided by indifferent hands and protocol.

They said he died instantly. That the car skidded on wet asphalt, slammed into the guardrail, flipped twice, and crumpled like an old envelope. No witnesses. No skid marks. Just his broken body inside a broken machine.

She’d asked to see the footage from the street cams. Mnemonic Labs said it was “lost in system maintenance.” The police said it was a freak accident. Her gut said it was a lie.

The priest mumbled verses Elara didn’t hear. All sound dulled around her except the low, digital hum of her EchoFrame implant syncing with her neural pulses—a reminder that every blink, every tear, every tremble in her fingers could be recorded. Preserved. Replayed.

She didn’t blink.

Cael hated that damn device.

“Memories aren’t truth,” he used to say. “They’re stories we edit in real time.”

And yet here she was, storing every breath of this moment in her memory bank, like a digital archaeologist preserving the wreckage of her grief.

Behind her, the mourners had already begun to disperse. A few old colleagues from the lab. A pair of journalists. Her assistant. No one spoke to her. No one dared.

A single red rose thudded softly on the casket lid.

She hadn't thrown it.

The priest looked to her for permission to end the service.

She gave a nod—not to him, but to herself.



Later, in the backseat of the autocar that glided through the gray streets of New Venice, Elara stared at her own reflection in the window. The city outside blurred—glass towers and digital billboards bleeding into one another, a pixelated canvas of promises and distractions.

She closed her eyes and whispered, “EchoFrame, initiate playback.”

Her vision shimmered as the implant obeyed. A second later, she was no longer in the car.

She was back in her kitchen, two months earlier.

Cael stood in front of the stove, barefoot, unshaven, stirring something too spicy for breakfast. He smiled when he saw her, that crooked, lopsided grin she’d memorized long before she had the tech to do it for her.

“You work too much,” he said, still stirring. “You know that?”

“And you talk too much,” she replied, stepping behind him to steal a piece of pepper from the counter.

He turned. “Promise me one thing.”

Elara froze. She’d seen this memory a dozen times. But this line—this exact moment—had never been part of it.

“What?” she asked her memory.

But he didn’t answer.

The playback glitched—visibly. The image stuttered, fuzzed, warped at the edges.

Then it was gone.

The present returned. Rain dotted the car windows like Braille from a forgotten god.

She whispered into the air: “EchoFrame... access playback log. Memory ID 2401-A. Timestamp error report.”

The system beeped once.

ERROR: Segment corrupted. Data compromised.

Elara sat up straight.

Memories could degrade, yes. But not encrypted ones. And certainly not hers.

Someone had tampered with her recording.

Someone had edited her memory.

And now she knew: Cael didn’t die in an accident.

He was silenced.

And they left the message buried inside her mind.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2: Mnemonic Labs
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The entrance to Mnemonic Labs didn’t look like the epicenter of memory manipulation.

It looked like a museum—sleek, silent, surgically clean. White glass walls curved into each other like folded paper, and everything—from the receptionist’s desk to the potted bonsai trees—was arranged with unnerving precision.

Elara stepped through the security gates, her ID chip scanning automatically. A soft chime acknowledged her presence. The digital screen on the wall pulsed to life.

Welcome back, Dr. Voss.

She flinched at the greeting. "Back" felt inaccurate.

It had only been four days since Cael’s burial, and yet the world seemed eager to fold time around her absence, erasing it like a memory scrubbed from the cloud. As if grief had a countdown.

As if returning to work meant returning to normal.

The elevator rose without sound, carrying her past floors labeled Neural Modeling, Dream Imprinting, Cognitive Mapping. Floors she once helped design. Projects she once defended. Technologies that now made her skin crawl.

She stepped out on the twelfth floor—EchoFrame Neural Ops—her old domain.

The hallway was eerily quiet. Most of her team was working remotely under the guise of "personal recalibration periods," a euphemism for burnout. Mnemonic demanded brilliance—and burned through it like a furnace.

Her office door slid open with a hiss.

It was just as she’d left it: minimalist, cold, with three degrees and one photograph hanging on the wall. The photo showed her and Cael on their wedding day—laughing under the ruins of some Greco-Roman temple. She couldn’t remember which one. Athens? Sicily?

That in itself was terrifying.

She sat, booted up her console, and pulled up her private access files. Dozens of recorded memories flickered into her interface—categorized by date, subject, emotional weight. Elara selected the flagged memory again: Memory 2401-A: Kitchen, Two Months Ago.
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