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Part One: The Name That Still Answered
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Mara Ellison stopped using her middle name when she was twenty-one.

It had not been a dramatic decision. There was no announcement, no paperwork filed, no conversation that needed to be revisited. She simply stopped correcting people when they left it out. Over time, the name faded from emails, forms, introductions.

Mara became just Mara.

At first, it felt like simplification. A shedding of something unnecessary. The middle name had always felt borrowed, like clothing chosen by someone else. Her mother had insisted on it, said it gave balance, said it sounded strong.

Mara had never felt strong wearing it.

Years passed, and the name retreated further. It did not appear on her credit card. It was not printed on her office badge. It lived only on old documents and the occasional birthday card from relatives who did not update their habits.

Mara told herself that names only mattered if you let them.

She believed that until the email arrived.

It came in the middle of a Thursday afternoon, between two meetings and a half-finished cup of coffee. The subject line was simple.

Welcome back, Mara L. Ellison

Mara frowned at her screen.

No one used that name.

She clicked the email without thinking.

The message was short and polite.

We are updating our records and noticed your profile was recently reactivated. Please confirm your availability for the upcoming review cycle.

There was a signature line beneath it.

Human Resources

Northbridge Research

Mara felt a small, sharp discomfort in her chest.

Northbridge.

She had interviewed there once. Years ago. A second-round interview that ended in polite smiles and a carefully worded rejection email. She had been disappointed, but not devastated. She told herself it was not a good fit.

She had told herself many things.

Mara reread the email slowly.

Recently reactivated.

She hovered over the sender’s address.

It was legitimate. A corporate domain. No obvious misspelling. No sign of phishing.

She searched her inbox for Northbridge.

Nothing.

She searched her sent mail.

Nothing.

Mara leaned back in her chair, pulse ticking up slightly. This was likely an error. Someone else with a similar name. A database glitch.

Except for one thing.

The email had used her middle initial.

L.

No one at Northbridge should have known it.

Mara closed the email and tried to focus on her meeting notes. She told herself not to spiral. She had work to do. Reports to finish. A life that was, if not thrilling, at least stable.

Ten minutes later, another email arrived.

RE: Availability Confirmation

We have you listed as confirmed. If this is incorrect, please advise.

Mara’s stomach tightened.

She opened the email.

There was a calendar attachment.

A meeting scheduled for the following Monday.

Her name appeared at the top.

Mara L. Ellison

She stared at the screen until the letters blurred.

She had not confirmed anything.

She checked her calendar.

The meeting was already there.

Mara’s pulse spiked.

She did not remember adding it.

She deleted the calendar entry.

A moment later, it reappeared.

Her phone buzzed on the desk.

An unknown number.

She let it ring.

The buzzing stopped, then immediately resumed.
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