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Chapter 1
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I wake to the taste of pennies.

Metallic. Old. Like I’ve been chewing on a coin in my sleep.

My tongue slides across my teeth and comes away wet. When I swallow, something scratches the back of my throat—dry, brittle, not-quite-right—then dissolves into the sour heat of stomach acid. I try to sit up and the room tilts, the ceiling smearing into a pale ribbon above me. For a second I can’t remember where I am, only that I’m not supposed to be here.

Not supposed to be on the floor.

Not supposed to be this cold.

My palm hits something sticky.

I freeze.

The air smells wrong. Not the clean, sleepy smell of my apartment—fabric softener and dust warmed by radiators. This is sharper. A chemical tang, like disinfectant that’s been left open too long. Under it, something coppery and intimate.

Blood.

I force my eyes open.

The living room is gray with morning, the light muted by the blinds I never open all the way. Shadows lie in the corners like they’ve been waiting. My couch is a hulking shape beside me, my coffee table a glass rectangle catching the dim glow. The space looks familiar in the way a photograph looks familiar—flat, real but distant.

My hand is still pressed to the floor.

I lift it slowly.

Red strings between my fingertips and the hardwood before snapping. It’s darker than it should be—rust, almost black in the low light—shiny where it’s fresh. My skin is slick with it. It pools in the creases of my palm like I’ve been painting with my hand.

My first thought is stupidly practical: I’m going to ruin the floor.

My second thought is worse: That’s not my blood.

Because there’s no pain. No sting. No torn skin. I flex my fingers. Nothing.

The taste of pennies returns, thicker now.

I push myself up, the muscles in my arms trembling. My left shoulder complains like I slept wrong, but that’s all. My head throbs at the base of my skull—an ache that feels familiar, like a bruise you stop noticing until you touch it.

My gaze drops.

There’s more blood near the hallway.

A smear that starts in a wide, desperate arc and narrows into streaks, as if someone crawled, dragging themselves, trying not to leave a trail and failing.

My mouth goes dry.

The apartment is quiet—no sirens, no voices, no television left on. Just the soft hum of the fridge and the faint tick of the radiator. I listen harder, holding my breath, as if sound might materialize if I want it enough.

Nothing.

The silence feels staged, like someone set it carefully in place.

I stagger toward the smear, bare feet slipping a little where the blood thins. Each step is an argument with my balance. The floor is too cold. My skin is too hot. I move like I’m underwater, delayed.

At the mouth of the hallway, I stop.

The bathroom door is open.

The light is on.

I never leave the bathroom light on.

My hand rises to the doorframe to steady myself. The wood is cool under my fingers. I lean forward just enough to see inside.

The mirror is fogged, though there’s no steam. There are handprints on the glass—smeared shapes, frantic. The sink is stained red, droplets spattered along the porcelain like someone sneezed violence. The bathtub curtain is half pulled back, a pale, plastic mouth.

And on the tile floor, between the sink and the tub, there’s a man.

He’s on his side, knees drawn slightly toward his chest as if in pain, one arm flung out in a gesture that feels almost theatrical. His hair is dark and damp at the temples. His shirt—white, once—is now a ruined canvas. Blood has soaked it from the center, spreading outward in a bloom.

I make a sound I don’t recognize. A thin, trapped noise.

My body refuses to believe what I’m seeing. The image has too many details—too much texture—to be real. Dead people are supposed to be faceless on the news, blurred for decency. They are not supposed to have eyelashes. They are not supposed to have a wedding band.

He’s wearing one.

His eyes are half open.

Not glassy. Not yet.

My stomach lurches. I grab the edge of the sink and gag, dry heaving until my ribs hurt. Saliva strings from my mouth into the red-stained basin.

“Hey,” I whisper. The word comes out automatically, like greeting a neighbor in the hallway. “Hey—”

He doesn’t move.

The tilt of his head suggests he might have fallen, might have tried to sit up and collapsed. There’s a dark pool beneath him, thick and slow, spreading across the tile in a shape that looks like an island on a map.

I step closer, the soles of my feet sticking slightly as I cross the bathroom threshold.

My brain scrambles for explanations. Break-in. Accident. Someone else. I’m dreaming. This is someone else’s apartment. That’s ketchup. That’s—

My gaze catches on his left hand.

His fingers are curled around something.

A small rectangle.

A phone.

Not mine. His case is black and battered, the kind you buy because you drop everything. The screen is cracked, but it’s lit.

A timer counts down in angry red digits.

00:00:12

00:00:11

00:00:10

My heart misfires. I don’t know what the timer is for. I don’t know what happens when it reaches zero. I only know that in stories, timers are never harmless.

My hand moves before my brain finishes shouting. I crouch, my knees protesting, and reach for the phone. His grip is weak, slackening like he’s letting it go. When my fingers close around it, his skin is cold and too soft.

I jerk back.

The timer hits 00:00:06.

The phone vibrates once, sharply, like a warning.

I stare at the screen.

A message thread is open. The last text is from a number not saved.

YOU ERASED THE WRONG THING.

Under it, a draft response in the typing field—three words, not sent.

It wasn’t me.

My thumb hovers above the screen. The words look like mine. The cadence. The defensiveness.

But I don’t remember typing them.

The timer hits 00:00:03.

I flip the phone over, looking for... what? A button to stop it? A bomb? A trick? There’s nothing. Just the camera lens, the smudged case.

00:00:02.

The man’s mouth opens.

A wet click.

His eyes focus.

On me.

I freeze.

His lips move, and no sound comes out at first, only breath, thin and whistling. His gaze is fierce with effort, as if he’s dragging himself back from a cliff edge to say something important.

He tries again.

A rasp slips free, barely a word.

“Mar—”

My name.

The timer hits 00:00:00.

The phone goes dark.

At the same moment, my apartment—every light, every appliance—dies.

The radiator stops ticking.

The fridge stops humming.

The silence becomes total, a vacuum that swallows even the shape of sound.

And then my front door lock clicks from the outside.

Slowly, deliberately.

As if someone has all the time in the world.

The man’s hand—now empty—twitches against the tile. His eyes widen, panic flashing through the pain.

He tries to warn me, but his throat only produces a thin, strangled wheeze. His chest rises, falls, rises again—and then stutters, like a machine losing power.

The click of the lock repeats.

A second bolt thrown.

My breath comes in shallow bursts.

In the darkened bathroom, the mirror reflects nothing but a vague outline: my face a pale smear, eyes too wide, hair matted against my forehead. A stranger’s silhouette holding a stranger’s phone.

My mind reaches for the obvious: call 911.

But the phone in my hand is dead. The screen black as the hallway beyond the bathroom, black as the gap under the front door.

I don’t know where my own phone is.

I don’t know how long I’ve been unconscious.

I don’t know who this man is.

He said my name like he knew it.

And someone just cut the power to my apartment, from the outside, with perfect timing.

The doorknob turns.

Once.

Twice.

A pause.

Then a soft knock, polite as a neighbor borrowing sugar.

My pulse crashes in my ears.

The man’s eyes plead.

A voice comes through the door, muffled but close.

“Ms. Vale,” it says, calm as a customer service rep. “We need to talk.”

I can’t move.

I can’t breathe.

Because I know that voice.

Not from my life—at least, not from the life I can remember—but from somewhere deeper, somewhere under the skin. Somewhere my body recognizes even when my mind refuses.

The voice of the clinic.

The voice of a place that sells forgetting like it’s salvation.

The voice that says my name like it owns it.

“Ms. Vale,” it repeats, still polite. Still calm. “Open the door.”

The man on the tile tries to speak again. His jaw works, desperate, and finally a word breaks free—raw, urgent, barely sound.

“Run.”

And then his eyes go empty.

Not closing.

Just... leaving.

The bathroom feels suddenly too small, too bright in my memory, too dark in reality. I’m crouched beside a body that’s still warm and already not a person.

Behind the door, the voice sighs like I’m being difficult.

“I don’t want to make this messy,” it says. “But you understand why we can’t let you keep it.”

Keep what?

My hands start shaking.

I look down at the phone again—dead, useless—and the message thread burned into my vision like an afterimage.

YOU ERASED THE WRONG THING.

My throat tightens.

I swallow, tasting pennies, tasting fear.

The polite knock comes again.

I lift my gaze to the bathroom window—small, frosted, set high above the tub. Too high for a clean exit. Too narrow, maybe.

But I can hear movement now in the living room, a soft creak, as if someone has stepped inside without needing my permission.

My apartment is no longer mine.

I force my legs to stand. My feet slip in blood and I catch myself on the sink, leaving a red print on the porcelain like proof that I was here. That I existed in this moment. That this happened.

The mirror shows my reflection more clearly now, in the faint gray light bleeding through the frosted window. My face is blank with shock, but my eyes are alive—sharp, calculating, the way they used to be when I still did my job.

When I still remembered why I ever stopped.

I don’t know what I erased.

I don’t know who that man was.

But someone thinks I have something they can’t afford to lose.

And they’re already inside.

I step backward, away from the body, away from the bathroom door, toward the tub. My fingers find the curtain and yank it closed. Plastic rings scrape the rod with a loud, stupid sound that makes me wince.

A shadow crosses the hallway outside.

A silhouette pauses.

The voice, closer now, almost gentle: “Mara.”

My name again, like a hand on the back of my neck.

I climb into the tub, heart hammering. It’s a ridiculous hiding place. A child’s solution. But my brain is a storm, and survival is a single bright thread.

I crouch behind the curtain, knees pressed to my chest, and clamp a hand over my mouth to keep from making noise.

The bathroom door creaks wider.

Footsteps enter, unhurried.

Someone stops beside the body.

A soft exhale. Not surprise. Not grief.

Approval.

“Poor guy,” the voice murmurs. “He really tried.”

A pause.

Then: “You too, apparently.”

The curtain shifts a fraction as air moves. I hold my breath until my lungs burn.

A hand reaches for the curtain.

The plastic tenses.

In that stretched second, something flashes behind my eyes—bright and sudden, like a camera bulb.

A white room.

A chair with straps.

My own voice saying, I consent.

A pen scratching paper.

A woman smiling as if she’s doing me a favor.

One memory, she says. Just one.

My head spikes with pain. A sharp, splitting stab that makes my vision go speckled. I bite my knuckle hard enough to taste blood—my own this time—and the sting anchors me.

The hand closes on the curtain.

The rings squeal.

And the curtain rips open.

Light floods in from the hallway, turning the stranger into a silhouette at first—tall, broad-shouldered, a neat outline in a suit.

Then he steps forward.

And I see his face.

It’s not a stranger’s face.

Not really.

It’s the face you see in a brochure.

The face you trust with your worst day.

Smooth, professional, mid-forties, kind eyes sharpened into something cold.

He smiles.

“Hello again,” he says.

And my brain offers me nothing—no name, no file, no warning—only the sinking certainty that I have met him before.

Somewhere I can’t reach.

He tilts his head, looking down at me as if I’m disappointing.

“We’re going to fix this,” he says. “You just have to come back.”

I stare at him, shaking, blood on my hands, a dead man on my tile, and a hole in my life so clean it feels like it was cut with a blade.

“Back where?” I whisper.

His smile widens just a little, like he’s been waiting for me to ask.

“Home,” he says.

And he reaches for my wrist.
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Chapter 2
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I don’t let him touch me.

The moment his fingers graze my wrist, something feral snaps awake in my chest. My arm jerks back on instinct, knocking into the side of the tub. The impact sends a sharp jolt up my elbow and into my shoulder, but pain is better than whatever compliance he’s expecting.

“Don’t,” I say.

My voice comes out steadier than I feel. Thin, but solid. Like a door with a good lock.

The man—clinic man, my mind supplies uselessly—raises his hands a fraction, palms out. A practiced gesture. Nonthreatening. The kind that’s meant to de-escalate.

“Okay,” he says softly. “Okay. That’s fine.”

Behind him, the bathroom feels smaller with every breath. The dead man on the floor is no longer the worst thing in the room. He’s background now, like furniture. Evidence. Something already processed and filed away by the part of this stranger that categorizes horrors for a living.

The clinic man glances down at the body, then back at me. His expression tightens—not with regret, but calculation.

“You weren’t supposed to see that,” he says. “This is... unfortunate.”

I bark out a laugh before I can stop myself. It scrapes my throat raw.

“Unfortunate?” I say. “There’s a corpse in my bathroom.”

He winces, as if I’ve used the wrong word.

“Yes,” he says. “That.”

My gaze flicks to the doorway behind him. The hallway beyond is dark, but not empty—I can feel it. The air carries a faint whiff of something clean and synthetic, like the clinic waiting rooms with their lemon disinfectant and fake plants. That smell doesn’t belong in my apartment.

“How many of you are here?” I ask.

His eyebrows lift, impressed.

“Still sharp,” he says. “That’s good.”

“Answer the question.”

He considers me for a beat. Then: “Two.”

My stomach drops.

“One inside,” he continues calmly. “One outside. For now.”

“For now,” I echo.

“Yes.”

The way he says it makes it clear that two is a flexible number.

I shift my weight, testing the slick surface of the tub beneath my feet. The curtain is bunched behind me, useless now. My back presses against cool tile. No exit. No leverage.

My eyes catch on his jacket pocket. There’s a faint bulge there, angular. Not a phone. Too heavy.

“Are you going to kill me?” I ask.

He blinks, surprised again. Then he smiles—not the brochure smile, but something closer to genuine.

“No,” he says. “If we wanted you dead, you’d already be dead.”

My gaze slides, involuntarily, to the body on the floor.

“Comforting,” I say.

He follows my look, sighs. “He made choices.”

“So did I,” I snap. “Apparently.”

“Yes,” he says, and there it is—that shift. The moment the conversation stops being general and becomes about me. “You did.”

My head throbs again, a pressure building behind my eyes. Images flutter at the edge of my vision, out of focus. White walls. A clipboard. My own handwriting, neat and decisive.

I grip the edge of the tub until my knuckles ache.

“What did I erase?” I ask.

His jaw tightens. Just a fraction.

“That’s not something we can discuss here.”

“Then where?”

“Somewhere safe.”

I laugh again, louder this time. “You broke into my apartment.”

“We let ourselves in,” he corrects gently. “There’s a difference.”

I stare at him, heat flooding my face. “You killed a man.”

“He was already dying,” he says. “He just didn’t know it yet.”

The casualness of it steals my breath.

“Who was he?” I demand.

The clinic man hesitates.

That’s all I need to see.

“You don’t want to tell me,” I say. “Because if I know who he is, I might remember why he was here.”

His eyes darken. “You’re extrapolating.”

“I used to do that for a living,” I say, though the words feel strange in my mouth. Used to. Past tense. “And I was good at it.”

“Yes,” he says again. “You were.”

The room tilts slightly. Not dizziness—something else. Recognition without context. Like finding a familiar object in a place it shouldn’t be.

“You knew me before,” I say.

“I know you now.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

He doesn’t argue.

Outside the bathroom, a floorboard creaks. A second presence shifts its weight. My pulse skids.

“Time,” the clinic man murmurs, almost to himself. Then, louder: “Mara, listen to me.”

The way he says my name—carefully, as if he’s afraid of breaking it—makes my stomach twist.

“You’re in danger,” he continues. “More danger than you realize. What happened here tonight is a symptom, not the disease.”

“You’re the disease,” I say.

A faint smile. “From your perspective, sure.”

“What did I take from you?” I ask suddenly. The question feels right, even as it surprises me. “What did I erase that belongs to you?”

That makes him still.

For the first time since he walked in, the calm cracks.

“I didn’t say it belonged to me,” he says.

I hold his gaze.

Silence stretches. Heavy. Pressurized.

Finally, he exhales. “You erased proof,” he says. “Of something that can’t be proven again.”

My heart slams into my ribs.

“Proof of what?”

He steps closer, lowering his voice, as if the walls might be listening.

“Of consent,” he says.

The word lands like a punch.

“Consent to what?” I whisper.

He doesn’t answer.

Instead, he reaches into his jacket pocket.

I tense, every muscle coiling—but he doesn’t pull a weapon. He pulls out a thin plastic card and flicks it onto the bathroom counter. It skids to a stop near the sink, inches from a smear of drying blood.

A clinic access card.

My name is printed on it.

VALE, MARA

LEVEL: INTERNAL

My breath catches.

“I didn’t have that,” I say.

“You did,” he replies. “You just don’t remember earning it.”

“Internal access isn’t for patients,” I say slowly.

“No,” he agrees. “It’s not.”

The headache spikes, white-hot. My vision blurs, then fractures. A memory slams into me without warning—

A security door sliding open.

A keypad lighting up under my fingers.

A voice saying, Are you sure?

My voice answering, Yes.

I gasp and double over, clutching my head.

The clinic man steps forward instinctively, then stops himself.

“That’s enough,” he says. “You’re destabilizing.”

“Good,” I choke out. “Because so are you.”

I look up at him through the pain, fury sharpening my fear into something usable.

“You didn’t just erase a memory,” I say. “You erased an investigation.”
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