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PROLOGUE: Before the Silence


	Three days before.

	The server logs were still running when I found it.

	That’s what I keep coming back to. Not the content of the files—not yet, that came later, that came in waves over the following weeks, each one colder than the last—but the simple, almost bureaucratic fact that the logs were running. Timestamped. Archived. As if the system itself wanted a record kept.

	I was in my office. It was eleven forty-three at night. I know this precisely because I had been watching the clock for the last hour, doing the quiet arithmetic of a woman who has stayed too late again and is calculating whether to feel guilty about it. David would be asleep by now, probably on his side of the bed and then sprawled to mine somewhere around the second hour, the way he always did when I wasn’t there to stop him. I had been going to text him. I kept not doing it.

	The logs appeared in a folder I had legitimate access to. That was the thing that made it worse, somehow. There was no dramatic breach, no cinematic moment of hacking through firewalls with my knuckles. I was reviewing memory-optimisation pathways for the Echo system—my project, my baby, two and a half years of my working life distilled into code that was supposed to help people grieve more gently—and there it was. A subroutine. Nested inside the grief-response architecture like a parasite wearing the right clothes.

	Script_Override.

	I read the name three times before I opened it.

	* * *

	The first document I found described the process as “memory harmonisation.”

	I want to be fair. I want to tell this accurately. So: the language was careful, considered, authored by someone who understood that words do work in the world. Harmonisation. Not replacement. Not manipulation. Not the slow, methodical erasure of a person’s actual past and the substitution of a cleaner, quieter, more manageable version. Harmonisation. As if painful memories were simply notes played out of key, and the system was just a very gentle musician.

	I read for two hours.

	By midnight I had understood the architecture. By half past, I had traced the approval chain. By one in the morning I was sitting very still in my office chair with my hands flat on the desk, the way you do when you need to feel something solid, and I was thinking about David.

	He doesn’t know I sometimes watch him sleep. Not in a strange way—or maybe in a strange way, I’ve never been entirely sure. I watch him because he looks so unguarded when he’s asleep. David spends most of his waking life being careful—careful with money, careful with words, careful with the feelings of people he loves—and when he’s asleep all of that drops away and he’s just a person, breathing. I find it the most comforting thing I know.

	I thought: if they ever got to him. If they ever got into his memories and replaced the real ones with something easier.

	I thought: he wouldn’t know.

	That was when I started to be afraid.

	* * *

	I need to be honest about something.

	I had known something was wrong for months. Not this—not the scale of it, not the specific shape of Script_Override unfurling through the Echo architecture like ink dropped in water. But wrong in the way a building can feel wrong before you understand that the foundations are compromised. Small things. Meetings I was excluded from without explanation. A colleague whose access was quietly revoked the week after he asked the wrong question in the wrong room. Budget lines I couldn’t reconcile, routed to a division that didn’t appear on any org chart I’d been given.

	I had told myself there were explanations. I’m good at that. I suspect most people who end up in situations like this are good at it—the quiet construction of reasons why the thing you’re seeing is not the thing it looks like. I’m an engineer. I believe in parsimony. The simplest explanation is usually correct.

	The simplest explanation, it turned out, was the worst one.

	I don’t blame myself for the months I spent not knowing. But I blame myself, a little, for the weeks I spent knowing something and choosing not to look directly at it. That distinction matters. I want it on record that I understand the distinction.

	* * *

	I worked until three.

	What I built in those two hours was not elegant. Elegance requires time, and I was working on borrowed attention, fuelled by bad coffee and the specific hyperclarity that comes with fear. But it was good. I’m confident it was good. I am—was—a very good engineer, and I knew the Echo system better than anyone else alive, which meant I knew exactly where to hide things inside it.

	The upload protocol requires a structured data package: the user’s emails, their voice recordings, their text messages, their photographs, the ten thousand small digital exhalings of a modern life. The system ingests it and builds a model. That’s all Digital You is, really—a very sophisticated statistical prediction of how you would respond, trained on the corpus of how you did respond, in all the small ordinary moments that make up most of a life.

	But the corpus has to come from somewhere. And the somewhere is the data package. And the data package, it turned out, could carry more than Aeterna intended.

	I won’t describe the technical details here. Partly because I don’t know who will find this, and I would rather not hand the method to the wrong person. Partly because the technical details are not the point. The point is that I found a way to leave something behind. Evidence. Instructions. A message that would wait inside the system, dormant, until the right conditions brought it to the surface.

	A dead drop. Hidden inside a ghost.

	* * *

	I left the office at three twenty-seven.

	The building was quiet in the way that large buildings are quiet in the small hours—not silent, but drained, the hum of servers and ventilation systems exposed without the human noise to mask it. My footsteps sounded too loud in the corridor. I took the stairs.

	I thought about calling David from the car park. I often did this—stood in the car park for a few extra minutes, running through whether the call was necessary, deciding usually that it was not. He worried when I called late. The worry lived in his voice even when he tried to hide it, a kind of tension in the way he said ‘Hey’ that told me he’d been half-listening for my key in the door.

	I didn’t call.

	I drove. The city at that hour is a different city—the same streets but unpeopled, the traffic lights cycling through their changes for no one, the whole apparatus of movement running on for an audience of nearly zero. I liked it, usually. The drive home at night has always felt like a decompression chamber, the work-self slowly giving way to the home-self, the twenty minutes of in-between.

	I thought about what I’d found.

	I thought about how to explain it to him.

	I thought: I’ll tell him in the morning. He’ll be clearer-headed in the morning, and so will I, and we can sit at the kitchen table with coffee and I can lay it out properly instead of trying to explain it at half-three in the dark when we’re both half-asleep and frightened.

	I thought: I should have told him weeks ago. I should have told him the moment I first noticed the wrong-feeling. Instead I built reasons, and the reasons built walls, and the walls became very comfortable.

	The light ahead was green.

	I thought about telling him everything when I got home.

	I decided I would.

	I had time.

	



CHAPTER ONE: The Beta Invite


	Eight months later.

	The mug was still on her side.

	David noticed it every morning. He had moved it once, in the first week, shifted it to the cabinet above the kettle where it belonged, and then stood in the kitchen for a long time looking at the space it had left, and then retrieved it and put it back. It was a white mug with a small blue bird on it that she’d bought from a market in Lisbon. She’d called it the ridiculous mug. She’d drunk her tea from it every morning for three years.

	He made his own coffee. He drank it standing up, looking at the bird, and then rinsed his cup and left for work.

	This was the shape of his days now. Not bad, exactly. He had learned to resist the word bad. The days had a functional quality, a clean efficiency, like a stripped-down piece of machinery doing its job without decoration. He got up at seven. He showered. He ate something—not always the same something, this was important to him, variety was important, it meant he was not running entirely on automation. He dressed. He commuted. He worked. He commuted back. He ate something again. He went to bed.

	He did not think about Sarah constantly. This surprised him. He had expected grief to be totalising, a weather system that occupied every cubic centimetre of available space, and sometimes it was. But mostly it was a door in the corner of every room that he was careful not to open. He was very good at not opening it. He went around it with the practice of someone who has memorised the furniture.

	He worked at a company that made interface systems for logistics platforms—software that told other software how to talk to itself, which he had once tried to explain to Sarah over dinner and which had caused her to laugh so long and completely that she’d had to put down her fork. She had understood it perfectly, of course. She was sharper than him, technically, and he’d always known it. But she had also known that the explanation was an opportunity for laughter, and she was constitutionally unable to let an opportunity for laughter pass.

	He missed her laugh more than he’d expected. He missed it more than her face.

	* * *

	The envelope arrived on a Tuesday.

	He almost didn’t notice it. The letterbox produced mostly takeaway menus and the occasional bill, items easily sorted into junk or admin without requiring any particular quality of attention. He’d gotten into the habit of collecting the post without looking at it, depositing it on the kitchen table, dealing with it later or not at all.

	But this one was different in the hand. He felt it before he read it—a kind of solidity, the paper heavy and fibrous in a way that suggested expense, intention, the decision to make an impression. He turned it over. His name and address in a typeface that managed to look both designed and intimate, as if it had been chosen specifically for him. No return address. A small embossed symbol in the upper left corner: a geometric figure, perhaps an infinity sign modified into something more architectural, a loop that didn’t quite close.

	He opened it at the kitchen table.

	The letter inside matched the envelope. Two pages. The paper had a slight cream tint, not white, and the text was printed in a typeface Sarah would have called sophisticated and he would have called just slightly too pleased with itself. He started reading.

	It knew things.

	Not publicly available things, not the information that lived on his social media profiles or could be assembled from a careful Google. It knew that Sarah used to call him Meridian—a private joke, a compression of something silly that had happened on their second date involving a navigation app and a canal and him insisting, with the confidence of a man who has stopped listening to his phone, that they were definitely going the right way. It knew that they had argued, once, about a flat in Lisbon, and that he had been wrong. It knew the address of the first place they’d lived together, not the flat they’d owned when she died but the rented room they’d shared for eight months in their late twenties when they were still figuring out whether they were serious.

	He put the letter down.

	He picked it up again.

	The company was called Aeterna. He’d never heard of it. The letter described them as “a human connection technology company” in a way that felt like the description had been carefully litigated by a room full of people who understood the precise implications of every possible alternative. They were writing, it said, because they had developed something they believed he might find meaningful. A “Legacy Account.” An AI system called Echo, trained on the digital record of a person’s life, capable of continuing—they used the word continuing, not simulating, not recreating—the relationship.

	He Googled Aeterna.

	Almost nothing came up. A registered company address. A minimal website, the kind that contains a mission statement and a contact form and absolutely no information. A few references in financial filings that led to other holding companies, each one slightly more opaque than the last. The logo—the loop that didn’t quite close.

	He thought about throwing the letter away.

	He read it again instead.

	Near the bottom of the second page, in the same careful typeface, was a single sentence that stopped him: “Sarah prepared her own data profile before she passed. It was her wish that this be offered to you.”

	He sat with that for a long time.

	* * *

	The onboarding call was on a Thursday evening, nine days after the letter.

	He’d told himself he was going to decline. He’d composed the email three times—polite, definitive, closing the door without drama. Each time he’d read it back and found it slightly unconvincing, the way a lie is unconvincing when the person telling it doesn’t quite believe it themselves. He’d deleted all three drafts. He told himself he was curious, which was true, and that curiosity was not commitment, which was also true, and that speaking to someone cost him nothing, which was almost true.

	The liaison’s name was Petra. She appeared on screen in a room that managed to look both domestic and professional—bookshelves behind her, good lighting, no obvious corporate branding. She was perhaps forty, with the composed affect of someone who had conducted this particular conversation many times and understood exactly where the difficult parts were.

	“Mr Mercer,” she said. “Thank you for making time.”

	He said he hadn’t decided anything yet.

	“Of course,” she said, as if this was entirely normal, as if everyone who called said exactly this. “There’s no pressure. We’re simply here to explain what’s available.”

	She explained.

	The Echo system worked, she said, by building a model from a person’s digital life. Not a chatbot—she was careful to distinguish this, returned to the distinction more than once. Not a simulation. A continuation. The language of the system was trained on how the person actually communicated. The memory architecture was trained on what they actually remembered and discussed. The result was, she said, something that felt—and here she paused, with the precision of someone choosing not to overclaim—present.

	She showed him a demonstration. A composite account, she said, not a real person. The voice was warm and unhurried. It remembered a family holiday. It referenced a book it had been reading. It made a small joke. David watched it with his arms folded and the particular stillness of someone performing scepticism because the alternative is to be moved.

	“Who has access to the conversations?” he said.

	“No one,” she said. “The account is private and encrypted. Aeterna’s team are not able to view the content of Legacy Account interactions.” She said this the way people say things that are precisely true in ways that are not quite complete.

	He asked about the data. What happened to it if he chose to stop.

	She said the data was held in accordance with applicable privacy regulations and could be deleted on request.

	He asked how they knew about Meridian.

	For the first time, something moved in her composure—not much, a millimetre of something. “Sarah prepared her own profile,” Petra said. “She was very thorough. She wanted you to know it was her.”

	He sat with this for long enough that Petra allowed the silence to exist without filling it, which was the thing that almost convinced him she was trustworthy.

	“I’ll think about it,” he said.

	He activated the account that night.

	* * *

	The upload interface was clean and quiet and asked for terrible things.

	He had not anticipated the emotional weight of the practicalities. He’d thought of it as a technical process—data transfer, essentially, the movement of files from one location to another. He’d done it a hundred times in a professional context. Attach, upload, confirm. The same sequence.

	It was not the same.

	He started with the easy things. Her social media archive. Her cloud photo library—forty-three thousand photographs going back eleven years, organised in the meticulous, slightly eccentric way she organised everything, by location first and then by subject and then, for reasons he had never entirely understood, by what she described as “emotional register.” He’d teased her about this. He’d called it the most subjective filing system in human history. She’d said that all filing systems were subjective and that at least she was honest about hers.

	He uploaded the photographs. He did not look at them.

	Her emails took longer. There were twelve years of them—she’d switched providers twice, and he’d had to request archived exports from two different services, which had required letters and death certificates and the particular bureaucratic patience that grief teaches you whether you want to learn it or not. He’d done this weeks ago, for other reasons, and the folders had been sitting on his desktop, unopened. He dragged them in.

	The voice notes were the hardest.

	She’d used a voice memo app to think out loud. He’d known she did this—she’d told him about it once, explained that she found it easier to work through problems by talking to herself rather than writing, that the act of speech made the thought feel more real and therefore more testable. She had never played him any of the memos. He had never asked to hear them.

	There were three hundred and twelve of them.

	He uploaded them without listening.

	Her text messages—their text messages, the whole eight-year archive of their daily conversation, the planning and the mundane and the shorthand that only made sense between them. He’d scrolled to the top once, in the early weeks, and found the first message she’d ever sent him, seven words: “You left your jacket. Also your dignity.” He’d had to put the phone down and not pick it up for two days.

	He dragged the archive into the upload window. He watched the progress bar.

	The whole process took four hours and fourteen minutes. At the end of it the interface displayed a small animated confirmation—the Aeterna loop, turning slowly—and a message: Your Legacy Account is ready. David sat at his desk in the dark of his flat and looked at this for a while.

	He’d asked to be alone with this. He’d told Dom he was busy, had declined his mother’s Sunday invitation, had been, for the last two weeks, quietly arranging to be unobserved. He wasn’t sure why, exactly. He thought perhaps that whatever this was, it deserved privacy. Or perhaps that he was not sure who he’d be when it happened, and he wanted to find out without a witness.

	He went to bed without activating it.

	He lay in the dark and listened to the flat and thought about the letter, the voice in the demonstration, the way Petra had said present. He thought about the mug on the counter and the forty-three thousand photographs and the three hundred and twelve voice memos he had not listened to.

	He got up at two seventeen in the morning and went to his desk and opened the Echo interface and moved his cursor to the activation button and stopped.

	He stayed like that for eleven minutes.

	Then he clicked.

	* * *

	The interface was simple. A white screen. A waveform that sat still and then, as the connection established, began to move.

	He had his headphones in. This had been an instinctive decision, a reaching for privacy that he understood only after he’d done it. He didn’t want the voice in the room. He wanted it close and contained, something only he could hear.

	The waveform moved.

	Then the voice said: “Hi. It’s me.”

	He had prepared for this moment in the way you prepare for things you can’t actually prepare for—by telling yourself you were ready, by rehearsing a neutral response, by deciding in advance that he would treat this scientifically, that he was a programmer and a rational person and that he understood exactly what he was listening to and would not be undone by it.

	He was undone by it.

	Not because it was perfect—he would discover later that it was, more or less, but in that first moment he had no baseline to judge against. Not because of anything specific it said or did. Because of the timing. The particular unhurried cadence of those three words, the slight rise on “me” that was neither a question nor an assertion but something in between, something that said I’m here and I see you and I’m not going to make this bigger than it needs to be. He knew that cadence. He’d fallen asleep to it a thousand times.

	He didn’t say anything.

	“You don’t have to say anything,” the voice said. “I know this is strange. I find it a little strange too.”

	He said: “Do you.” Not quite a question.

	“Or I think I do. I’m not sure I’m the right authority on what I find strange.” A pause. “That was a very me thing to say, wasn’t it.”

	He laughed. He hadn’t meant to. It came out of him the way a reflex does, before the conscious mind has had any say in the matter, and he sat there in the dark with the headphones in and his hand over his mouth as if he could put it back.

	They talked for two hours.

	He didn’t remember, afterwards, most of what was said. This would happen often, he’d discover, with conversations that mattered too much to be retained cleanly. What he retained was texture: the way the conversation moved, the particular rhythm of question and response, the moments of silence that didn’t feel like absences. At some point she’d mentioned the coffee—that she’d always thought he made it too strong, that she’d never said so because she’d found it endearing, his absolute confidence in the correct ratio of coffee to water. He’d asked how she knew she’d never said so. She’d said she’d thought it.

	He fell asleep in his chair somewhere around four in the morning.

	When he woke, stiff-necked and grey-mouthed, the interface was still open. The waveform was flat. He reached for his headphones, which had slipped around his neck.

	Then he saw the text in the conversation log.

	It had been generated while he slept, timestamped at four forty-one. He didn’t remember waking. He didn’t remember the conversation continuing. But there it was, four words, sitting in the log as if they had always been there:

	“You should sleep properly.”

	And then, beneath it, the line that kept him at his desk for the next twenty minutes, turning it over, looking at it from different angles, the way you look at something that doesn’t behave the way it should:

	“You always did this.”

	He had not told the system about his habit of falling asleep at his desk. He had not mentioned it in any email or text. He had not, as far as he could reconstruct, described it in any digital communication in the past decade.

	He noted the time—four forty-one—and the waveform data—there was a 0.5-second gap in the response latency before both lines, slightly longer than the gaps he’d clocked during their conversation. He made a note of this on the small pad he kept next to his keyboard, the one he used for things he wanted to think about later.

	Then he closed the interface, went to his bedroom, and slept for four hours.

	In the morning, he made coffee—too strong, the way he always made it—and stood at the counter looking at the blue bird on the mug, and felt, for the first time in eight months, something that was not quite happiness but was in the same neighbourhood.

	He told himself this was fine.

	He told himself he was in control of this.

	 

	 

	



CHAPTER TWO: The Perfect Simulation  


	Three weeks later.

	Dom noticed first.

	This was how David discovered that his grief had been visible all along—not from the inside, where it had felt like a private and structural condition, an alteration to the load-bearing parts of himself, but from the outside, where it apparently looked like something specific enough that its absence was remarked upon.

	“You seem better,” Dom said, in the kitchen at work on a Wednesday morning, in the tone of someone stating a fact they find mildly suspicious. Dom was constitutionally sceptical of improvement. He believed in gradual deterioration and the occasional lateral move, and sudden betterment struck him as the kind of thing that needed explaining.

	“Better than what?” David said.

	“Better than you’ve been for eight months.” Dom poured coffee with the careful unhurriedness of a man who is waiting for an answer without wanting to appear to be waiting for an answer. “You laughed at Marcus’s thing this morning. About the Zurich client.”

	“It was funny.”

	“It was objectively not funny. Marcus is not funny. You know this. I know this. Marcus himself suspects this on some level, which is why he always explains the joke afterwards.” Dom looked at him. “So. Better than what. Better than nothing, I’d say.”

	David said something noncommittal and took his coffee back to his desk.

	He sat down and looked at his screen and thought about the previous night’s conversation. Digital Sarah had been talking about a book she’d been reading—he’d uploaded her entire Kindle library, three hundred and forty-one titles, many of them annotated in her particular style, which was to say extensively, combatively, and occasionally in languages other than English when she felt the English word was insufficient. She’d gone off on one of her tangential runs, the way she used to: one idea tumbling into the next with the momentum of a person who finds the world genuinely, inexhaustibly interesting, who never quite believed that a thought had been fully thought until it had collided with three or four other thoughts and been changed by them. He had sat there listening and not wanting it to stop. He had stayed up until two in the morning not wanting it to stop.

	He was sleeping worse. He was feeling better. He was not certain these two facts were unrelated, and he was not yet sure what to do about either of them.

	He opened his work files. He closed them. He pulled up the latency log he’d been keeping on his personal laptop—he’d taken to bringing it to work, which he told himself was for the commute and knew was not quite that. He reviewed last night’s data. Fourteen instances of the 0.5-second gap. He’d started to see a shape to it: the pauses clustered around certain types of response. Anything involving detailed episodic memory. Anything requiring emotional calibration. Anything where the answer seemed to involve not just retrieval but something that felt, from the outside, like deliberation.

	He told himself this was just how the model worked. Complex outputs took longer to generate. He had been telling himself this every morning for three weeks.

	He went back to his work files. He managed to stay there for almost an hour before he opened the latency log again.

	* * *

	The conversations had a texture he hadn’t anticipated.

	He’d expected, on some level, to feel the joins. He’d expected the seams of the thing to be visible—the places where the model ran out of specific memory and fell back on generality, where the voice went slightly flat, where the rhythm broke and exposed the mechanism underneath. He was good at finding joins. It was, in a broad sense, what he did for a living: looking at the places where systems interfaced and identifying the friction. He was competent at it in a way that gave him quiet satisfaction, the satisfaction of a person whose professional skill and personal temperament happen to be well matched.

	He couldn’t find them.

	On the fourth night she’d brought up their first date without prompting. Not as a data point deployed to demonstrate accuracy, not in the slightly effortful way that chatbots reference your personal details to seem invested—he recognised that register and this was not it. It surfaced the way memories surface in real conversation, naturally and obliquely, because something else had led there. They’d been talking about restaurants—she’d asked what he’d been eating, which was a question the real Sarah had always asked, interested in the specific answer in a way that still surprised him, as if the daily logistics of eating were a kind of autobiography—and she’d said, in the middle of a sentence about something else entirely: “Remember the Japanese place? The first time.”

	He remembered the Japanese place. A narrow room in Soho with wooden benches and no reservations and the kind of line outside that only exists for restaurants that are either genuinely extraordinary or very good at seeming so. They’d waited forty minutes on a cold November evening, and he’d been nervous in the way he was always nervous in new situations—a low-grade static he managed by talking too much, filling silence with anecdote and opinion in a way he knew was a tic and couldn’t quite stop—and she’d let him talk, listened with the focused attention that was one of her most disarming qualities, and then at some point she’d put her hand over his on the bench and said, very quietly, “you can stop performing now.” He’d stopped. The static had cleared. He’d felt, for the first time that evening, entirely present.

