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	Truth Undone

	Description

	In a world where memory can be rewritten, counted, or stolen, three stories reveal how truth refuses to stay buried.

	In the shadows of a rigid surveillance state, a loyal technician begins to question everything after a flicker of forgotten footage triggers memories he never knew he had. His past may not be his own—and the ghost that haunts him might be the key to everything.

	In a shattered society ruled by bureaucracy, a mother clings to her son’s existence even as records deny he was ever born. When truth is no longer documented, she must choose between trusting the system or her soul’s deepest certainty.

	And in a quiet house with a towering mirror, a woman inherits more than she bargained for. What starts as flickers in the glass soon reflects back the parts of herself she fears most. In a place where every reflection shifts, is she slipping into madness—or seeing reality for the first time?

	With elements of near-future dystopia, supernatural unease, and speculative grief, these stories explore the fragile threads that bind identity to memory. Each character faces a system designed to erase them. Each must decide what is worth remembering—even if it breaks them.

	When truth threatens to destroy the life you know, would you fight to forget—or risk everything to remember?

	 

	 


The Census of the Dead

	Description

	After a global collapse leaves society fragmented and governed by provisional rule, the Registry becomes the final authority on who exists—and who doesn't. Every citizen must be counted. Every record must align. Those who fall between lines are quietly removed.

	Mara Dessen lives in a remote zone with her young son Eliot. Her documents are forged. Her memories conflicted. But she’s survived this long by staying off the radar and holding onto the one thing that matters: her child.

	When a government census agent arrives to verify her identity, Mara’s fragile world begins to fracture. A duplicate file emerges. A dead husband appears active. And worst of all, her son’s existence is thrown into question—not just by the system, but by the walls of her own mind.

	Desperate to keep her family from vanishing into bureaucratic oblivion, Mara dives into forbidden archives and surreal corridors of the Registry, only to uncover evidence that Eliot may not have ever existed—not the way she remembers him. The more she tries to preserve him, the more reality erases the thread she’s clinging to.

	What happens when the system denies your story—and memory is the only evidence you have?

	Would you sacrifice your sanity to save someone the world says was never real?

	 


Chapter 1: The Auditor’s Breath

	The knock was almost polite—measured, soft, and final. Three taps against the frame of a world she had pretended was her own.

	Mara froze mid-motion, her hands wrapped around a spoon hovering above a chipped bowl of oats. Eliot, sitting cross-legged on the floor with puzzle pieces scattered in uneven spirals, looked up. His mouth opened to speak.

	She shook her head once—sharp, silent, enough.

	Through the corner of the threadbare curtain, she glimpsed him: tall, gray-suited, clipboard clutched like a sacred text. The seal of the Provisional Enumeration Bureau stamped in dull red across his chest. He didn’t scan the house. He already knew it. These agents always did.

	Her hand trembled as she returned the spoon to the counter. In the pantry, behind a hollowed-out rice sack, she retrieved the tin envelope. Names. Stamps. Paper identities. She shuffled them by instinct, not memory. Some were burned already—old selves shed like molted skin.

	She selected one with the least creases and pressed it against her chest.

	Another knock.

	“I’ve got this,” she whispered to herself, then louder to Eliot. “Hide the puzzles. You know where.”

	He nodded solemnly, already sweeping pieces into the ventilation slit beneath the floorboard.

	Mara opened the door.

	The man looked like every other auditor—pale, clean, expressionless. But there was something unfamiliar in the eyes. They didn’t scan her up and down. They paused.

	“Mara Dessen?”

	“Yes,” she replied without hesitation. “Unit 19-B, Sector R. Registered last quarter, renewal submitted on time.”

	The man nodded. He did not smile. He made a note.

	“May I come in?”

	“Protocol requests outdoor verification unless otherwise stated.”

	Silence ticked between them.

	“I’m stating otherwise,” he said.

	Her mind calculated risks. No tea. No distractions. Too much dust could be suspicious. Too little would be worse.

	She stepped aside.

	Inside, he remained standing. Clipboard out. Stylus ready.

	“How many occupants?”

	“Two,” she said. “Myself and my son, Eliot Dessen.”

	He made a mark. “Age?”

	“Seven.”

	He wrote something else. “Birth record?”

	“Registered at Western Resettlement Clinic. ID tag 44B-716.”

	He did not ask to see it.

	Instead, he looked directly at her. “Any changes since last verification?”

	Say no. Always say no.

	“No,” she said.

	Another mark. “Any other individuals who frequent the residence?”

	“No.”

	“Do you receive supply rations from outside your sector?”

	“No.”

	“Has anyone in your household died, disappeared, or been duplicated in the past twelve cycles?”

	The question was routine, but it scraped something raw.

	“No.”

	He glanced up. “You hesitated.”

	“I didn’t expect the phrasing.”

	He clicked the stylus. “Verification complete. I’ll need your thumbprint on Section 14-B.”

	She complied, pressing her thumb to the pad. A faint red light pulsed before blinking green.

	The agent turned to leave. Then paused.

	“I noticed no unit seal on the front door.”

	“It peeled off,” she said. “The moisture.”

	“Unsealed dwellings may be flagged for inspection.”

	“I understand.”

	But he didn’t move.

	“What year was your son born, Mara?”

	She hesitated.

	“Eight years ago,” she said carefully. “Early cycle.”

	He nodded slowly.

	“Thank you.”

	She shut the door behind him before the sound of his footsteps had faded.

	***

	That night, the photograph burned easily. The edges curled like dead leaves, then dissolved into ash. She watched Eliot sleep on the cot they shared, his hand curled near his cheek, hair a dark tangle against the wool blanket. Her fingers hovered above his wrist, just barely brushing the skin.

	You’re mine. You’re still mine.

	The forged birth registration was folded neatly into a metal box. She slipped it under the floorboards next to the ration cards, fire matches, and a pair of expired transport badges.

	The wind outside howled.

	Inside, she read the stamped ID again.

	Her name. His name. Dates.

	But her eyes snagged on a single, subtle error: a district code that hadn’t existed in over a year.

	She pressed her palm to the paper, then crumpled it, then smoothed it flat again.

	In the corner of the room, the puzzle board had been laid out again. A few pieces were misaligned—forced into the wrong spaces. She crouched and rearranged them.

	When she looked back at Eliot, he was staring at her.

	“You didn’t tell the truth,” he whispered.

	Her throat closed.

	“I did,” she said.

	He blinked, then turned over and pulled the blanket over his head.

	She stayed crouched there for a long time, staring at a piece that no longer fit anywhere.

	***

	The smell of smoke clung to her hair even after she'd scrubbed it in the metal basin. It mixed with the tang of disinfectant from the ration wipes and the sour dust that never quite left the floorboards. Mara stared at her reflection in the broken mirror—only half her face visible, the rest fractured, multiplied into crooked shards. The other half didn’t look like hers anymore.

	In the cabinet behind the false panel, she kept remnants. Not keepsakes—nothing sentimental survived the Registry. Just fragments: a copper pin from the Reclamation Days, a sliver of green ribbon once tied to something she couldn’t name, and the last ID chip with her original name: MARA ELLEN WARD, DISTRICT 12A.

	She placed the chip on the table and hovered the forged one beside it.

	MARAH DESSEN. DISTRICT 19-B.

	A single letter made all the difference.

	And yet... her signature always drifted back to the old way, curling too early on the “r.” She tried again, etching it in the margin of a torn envelope. Still wrong.

	Behind her, Eliot coughed in his sleep. It was dry, weak—the sound of lungs tired from breathing untrustworthy air.

	She moved to his side and sat on the edge of the cot. He curled closer to her unconsciously, his head nudging her hip.

	You weren’t born mine, but you’re mine now. They won’t take that away.

	She pressed her fingers gently to his forehead. No fever. No tremor. No sign.

	But that meant nothing.

	Children vanished for less.

	She retrieved the registration scroll and unrolled it again. The ink was aging—good. Authentic. The Provisional seal shimmered, almost imperceptibly. The only flaw was the date code at the bottom, the one that referenced District 17. That zone had flooded last year. All records marked from there were “pending reissue” or “archived fatality.”

	They’ll never look that close, she told herself.

	She moved to the stove, added a few shards of fuel, and lit the burner. The flame struggled, then caught.

	From the bottom shelf, she pulled out the hidden box. Inside: a child's blanket, bloodstained at one corner, folded so tightly it no longer smelled of anything. She hadn’t dared burn it. Not yet.

	Eliot stirred.

	"Mom?"

	"I'm here," she said softly.

	He sat up, hair stuck to his forehead.

	"Was that man from the Registry?"

	"Just an auditor," she said.

	He looked down. “He looked at me weird.”

	“He’s gone now.”

	“Do you think he knew?” Eliot’s voice was thin. “That I’m not supposed to be—”

	“Don’t say that,” she cut in sharply.

	His lip trembled. “You told me never to lie. Even if—”

	“I told you to survive,” she whispered. “That’s not the same thing.”

	He nodded slowly. Then asked, “Is my name real?”

	Mara blinked. “What?”

	“My name,” he said. “Eliot Dessen. Is it mine?”

	She didn’t answer.

	Instead, she crouched beside him and pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders.

	“Names are what we use to stay,” she said. “Not what we’re given. It’s your name because I gave it to you. That’s what matters.”

	He looked unconvinced. But he didn’t argue.

	She reached for the puzzle box, turned it upside down, and began sorting pieces again.

	“Come help.”

	He moved beside her and began arranging corners, edges, centers. They worked in silence, shapes scraping against the warped floor.

	One piece was missing.

	“Always the same one,” Eliot said.

	“I know.”

	“You think it’ll show up?”

	“No.”

	“Why do we keep doing it?”

	“Because it helps,” she said. “Because it makes the room feel right.”

	“But it’s not right.”

	She met his eyes. “No. It’s not.”

	He placed the final piece he could find. The image formed a field of sunflowers. All except the top left, where the sun should’ve been.

	There was a time I believed we’d live somewhere like this, she thought. There was a time I believed you’d laugh in places not fenced by enumeration.

	Eliot yawned. She stood, guided him back to the cot, tucked the blanket around his legs.

	“Mara?” he murmured, already drifting.

	“Yes?”

	“Would you still keep me if I weren’t in the Registry at all?”

	Her heart clenched.

	Where did you hear that phrase? Who taught you that exact fear?

	“I’d keep you even if the world burned and the sky forgot its name,” she whispered.

	A pause.

	“Then maybe the sky would count us,” he said, and fell asleep.

	***

	Later that night, she opened the floorboard again and pulled out a half-burnt photo. It was the last one where her hair was longer, before the bleach and cut. Before Sector 12A went under and with it everyone who remembered who she’d been.

	She stared at the woman in the picture. She was holding a child.

	Not Eliot.

	A different child. Smaller. Face obscured by blur. Or shadow. Or time.

	Mara couldn’t remember the child’s name.

	The paper trembled in her hand as she reached for the flame.

	But she didn’t burn it. Not yet. Not this one.

	 


Chapter 2: Line Items and Ghosts

	The waiting hall at the local enumeration outpost was a repurposed clinic, its walls still stained with faded crosses and rust-colored outlines of missing posters. People didn’t sit close to one another. They sat as if grieving, each cradling their documents like folded prayers.

	Mara kept Eliot’s photo under her tongue.

	The trick was old. Moisture kept the ink from warping, and if she were detained or scanned, she could swallow it before they asked too many questions. It was a cropped version—just his eyes, wide and dark. Everything else, erased by the scissors.

	The queue barely moved. Somewhere near the front, a woman with wet shoes wept quietly, the tears rolling down unblinking cheeks as if she didn’t notice them.

	Verification Interview, the sign read in six languages above a door with peeling laminate.

	Compliance Ensures Continuity.

	Mara looked down at her hands. The skin on her knuckles was cracked. She’d bitten her nails again. Her file rested on her lap—thin, exact. No excess.

	A man in a dented badge stepped out from the door and called a number.

	“Seventy-three-C?”

	A stooped man in his sixties stood, clutching a tattered folder. His shoes made a scraping noise as he walked. He nodded at Mara as he passed. She nodded back, just once.

	The room swallowed time. The clock on the wall ticked in half-seconds, deliberate and mocking. Every time the minute hand advanced, someone near her flinched.

	A boy—barely ten—sat across from her, eyes wide and blank. No adult nearby. No folder. Just a blank slate and scuffed shoes.

	Mara swallowed the photo again, just to be sure it hadn’t faded.

	“Seventy-four-C?”

	Her number.

	She stood. The folder remained gripped in one hand. Her boots thudded too loudly against the tile, as if the floor disapproved of her presence.

	***

	The verification room was colder. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like hornets in cages.

	A rectangular table. One chair. One clerk.

	She expected a junior—a fresh bureaucrat eager for protocol. Instead, a woman sat behind the table with half-moon glasses and gloves on both hands.

	Mara sat, offered the file.

	The woman did not reach for it. She stared directly at her.

	“Mara Dessen,” she said.

	“Yes.”

	“Sector?”

	“Nineteen-B.”

	“Current cohabitant?”

	“My son. Eliot.”

	“Last audit date?”

	“Four days ago.”

	The clerk opened her own file. It was thicker. The pages did not match. Some looked new. Others browned, brittle. Still others bore stamps Mara had never seen.

	She flipped through quickly—faster than was reasonable.

	“Did you review your draft census entry before this appointment?”

	“Yes.”

	The woman turned the file around.

	“This is the current entry.”

	Mara leaned forward.

	There were four entries on the page. Hers. Dated with her current ID. Her occupation: caretaker. Sector: 19-B.

	The second: Mara Ellen Ward. Deceased. Listed under Sector 12A. Cause of death: flood event, Cycle 10.

	The third: Eliot Dessen. Relationship: dependent. Status: In Review.

	The fourth: Leonard Ward. Spouse. Sector 12A. Status: Active.

	The air in the room shrank.

	“That’s impossible,” Mara whispered.

	The woman adjusted her glasses. “Which part?”

	“My husband—Leonard—is dead.”

	“According to what documentation?”

	“He died in the flood. Everyone died in that flood.”

	“But no body was submitted.”

	“There weren’t any bodies.”

	The clerk turned the file back to herself and made a notation.

	“It’s not uncommon,” she said. “Post-event record fragmentation results in identity duplication or deferred indexing.”

	“I don’t understand what that means.”

	“It means our records are neither complete nor consistent.”

	Mara felt her mouth dry. She licked her lips. “But that’s not Leonard. If he's marked active, it's an error.”

	“Possibly.”

	Her pen scratched again.

	“However, two Mara entries—one living, one deceased—are more difficult to process.”

	“I forged nothing,” Mara snapped.

	The woman didn’t react.

	“I didn’t accuse you,” she said calmly. “It’s just that the algorithm flags internal inconsistencies. Those who carry multiple identifiers often… conflict with themselves.”

	Mara said nothing.

	“Sometimes it's easier if we just mark one version as a statistical phantom and let the system reconcile the rest.”

	She paused, as if expecting a reply.

	Mara said, “What happens if both versions are… partial truths?”

	“Then we enter a period of conditional presence,” the clerk said. “You remain listed, but unconfirmed. Your status becomes subject to external anchors.”

	“External—?”

	“People,” the woman said, closing the file. “Witnesses. Relationships. Records that prove others remember you.”

	Mara reached for the file. “But I have Eliot.”

	The woman nodded slowly. “Yes. And he’s In Review.”
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