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Chapter 1:

	The anonymous file arrives

	 

	 

	The white room of the laboratory smells of plastic and disinfectant. It is early, outside the city is still a pale sketch of glass and rain, but the LED lights above the tables are already on, sharp. Sara Smith goes through her usual morning routine: cheap coffee, integrity checks on external drives, a quick glance at her emails. It is 2030 and the world is full of sounds that need to be deciphered; for her, those sounds are work, and work is a way to avoid thinking.

	 

	On the monitor, the cursor flashes in a blue box: sender unknown. The subject line is a single word, cold and neutral: Listen. Without thinking too much, she opens the attachment. The file is small: a binary container with an extension she doesn't recognize, a generic name followed by a string of numbers. An anonymous file is always a message, and for a former journalist like her, every message hides a question.

	 

	She sits down, puts her heavy headphones over her hair tied back in a ponytail, and turns the volume down to a minimum. The laboratory is an island of silence, broken only by the hum of the servers and the ticking of the analysis machine. Sara rests her palms on the cold table, as if to ground herself. She starts playback.

	 

	It's not music. It's not intelligible speech. It's something that lives between the two: a fabric of micro-modulations, a beat that doesn't coincide with the heartbeat but suggests it. At first, she doesn't understand what makes her throat contract; the reaction is small, subtle, a metallic taste in her mouth, a sudden nostalgia without object. Her hands on the table stiffen. Her eyes burn.

	 

	She turns it off. Rewinds. Starts again. Every time the fragment plays, she feels a slight pressure behind her temples, as if someone had run a cold hand over the surface of her thoughts. It's not panic, it's squeezed memory: images here and then gone, flashes without context. Sara notes everything on her tablet: frequencies, duration, recurring patterns. The physiological responses are measurable, micro variations in skin conduction, an imperceptible oscillation of the breath that she knows because she has studied it, because her thesis was made up of small lines of data that made sense.

	 

	Curiosity overcomes annoyance. She reattaches the sensors to her finger and starts up the analysis kit she built between an academic publication and an investigative piece. It's not just science: when she was a journalist, she knew how to recognize the line between fact and manipulation. That line eludes her now, and it alarms her.

	 

	When she runs the file through the spectrogram, it shows a fingerprint. Not in a metaphorical sense: a recurring signature, a pattern that repeats itself with minimal variations, a sort of vocal code that has no voice, punctuated by micro-pauses and amplitude modulations that suggest specific emotions. Sara has seen similar fragments in clinical tests, but never so clean, so compressible into such a simple digital container.

	 

	She checks the metadata. Few tags, most of them deleted or corrupted, but one entry remains: a carefully annotated technical string. Palimpsest_v3.2 reads the line, followed by an encrypted signature. Sara utters the name under her breath, almost to feel the effect of the word. Palimpsest. She has read it several times in patents during her latest research: the commercial label that AuralisTech had chosen for their emotional recovery therapy project. The name is a stone on her desk.

	 

	Palimpsest. AuralisTech.

	 

	A shiver runs down her spine. It's not the surprise of finding a brand; it's the realization that someone has crafted this fragment with the same tools that are supposed to heal, not hurt. She remembers the press releases from previous years: AuralisTech talking about a therapeutic revolution, conferences full of smiles, approved clinical trials. Technology that heals and optimizes memory. Now this technology looks like a blade in an anonymous sheath.

	 

	It would be a good time to stop: send an email to institutional addresses, report the file, maybe contact an old colleague in the legal department. Instead, the part of her that was a reporter and learned to follow the noise decides to dig deeper. There is a subtle excitement mixed with anger: when you feel that something is wrong, your mind wants to understand the mechanism.

	 

	She downloads a copy to an offline drive, creates two checksums, encrypts and moves everything to an isolated folder. She is cautious, her technical instinct dictates it, but it is also the ritual of someone who does not want her work to be read as an emotional urgency. The former journalist takes control of the facts with scientific methods.

	 

	She takes a photo of the monitor. Publication is not an option: it could compromise evidence, set a legal precedent on headlines. She nervously wipes her now cold coffee. In the reflection of the window pane, she sees an indistinct figure passing by on the sidewalk. An urban illusion. It's not paranoia: anonymous messages tend not to be alone.

	 

	As she compiles the first technical report for herself, the past resurfaces like a shadow. There is an unsolved case that has marked her family, a memory that has never returned to its place. The word Palimpsest scratches her because it evokes the possibility that memory can be manipulated, that truth can be compressed, sold, reproduced. The thought strikes her with force: if emotions can be translated into files, what remains of responsibility?

	 

	One last look at the file. She checks the encrypted signature again. The string matches some patents she remembers reading in the last two years, filed by AuralisTech between 2028 and 2029. It's a coincidence that burns like a warning.

	 

	She closes her laptop, but doesn't go to get another coffee. Instead, she takes her paper notebook, the pen she uses when she really wants to think, and jots down three points: confirm the technical signature; find Mark Mason, a former employee she read about in a forum; don't talk to any of the contacts yet that introduce conflicts of interest. Three points that are a roadmap to something she doesn't yet know how big it will be.

	 

	In the laboratory corridor, the door slides open with its usual hiss. Sara thinks about her life before becoming a researcher, about interviews under overly hot lamps, about nights when a story had to be published before dawn. That past gives her tools: she does not accept unverified mysteries. But now the mail has arrived with a voice that sounds like a promise and a threat.

	 

	She turns the monitor back on just to look at the line Palimpsest_v3.2 one more time. Then she turns it off. She knows the next step will be risky. She also knows she can't ignore it.

	 

	NOTES: Sara receives an anonymous file that causes physiological reactions and bears the technical signature of AuralisTech's Palimpsest. She decides to store the file on an isolated drive and prepare to investigate. She will soon embark on a dangerous investigation that will bring her face to face with former employees, monitored servers, and truths she believed to be immutable...

	 

	



Chapter 2:

	Analysis in the white room

	 

	 

	The white room is colder than the corridor. The walls reflect a livid light that seems to peel away thoughts, and on the shelves, labeled containers are lined up like tombstones of a discipline that tries not to make mistakes. Sara Smith closes the door with her left hand and turns on the spectrograph with her right. Her fingers move quickly, automatisms trained by years of measurements: for her, the machines are foreign languages, and she interrogates them as if they were about to confess.

	 

	She starts the isolated copy of the file. This time it's not just listening: it's decomposition. The splendid deception of compression vanishes when the signal is amplified; micro-modulations become curves, micro-pauses become breaks in time. Sara enlarges, measures, notes. Each parameter is an arrow on the map that seeks to map reality.

	 

	The pattern repeats itself: a warm preamble, then a sharp drop, then a return to low waves; between the waves, a flash of harmonics that resembles the imprints left by skin conduction in response to emotional shock. Sara extracts the spectrum and superimposes it on known examples. A very early comparison bounces red on the monitor: the correlation is high. Not perfect, but very clear. Palimpsest has a timbre, and the timbre is here.

	 

	However, it is not a crude reproduction. There are subtle variations, phase overlaps, slightly retouched rhythmic modulations, which indicate editing designed to hide the origin or to adapt the effect to different contexts. Sara feels a rancid taste in her mouth: someone has tailor-made that file.

	 

	She opens the patents she had saved in her private folder. The document headers are not cold: they talk about "emotional recovery," "sublimation of trauma," "reinforcement of mnemonic traces," phrases that sound good in brochures and conferences, far removed from the smell of the laboratory. She scrolls through the diagrams, the legal notes; she cross-references the tables: the technical parameters of the file match the specifications of Palimpsest v3.2. The name is repeated in all internal versions: a modular platform, protected APIs, strict context checks.

	 

	Her research confirms something worse than clumsy therapeutic use: the possibility of commercial customization. A customer who pays more gets a different, calibrated curve. It's not science fiction; it's the market. Sara thinks about the library of possible memories that could be built: emotional profiles like shelves, tags like prices. The idea knots her stomach.

	 

	As she compiles the technical report, measurements, graphs, and notes, she feels her phone vibrate on the desk. It's the old cell phone she keeps for emergencies; she never uses it for work. She looks at the number: unknown, but the display is not anonymous: at the top, where the operator's logo usually appears, the shiny AuralisTech logo flashes for a moment. It's a detail she'd rather not see. Her heart does a little somersault.

	 

	She answers, trying not to let her voice tremble. "Hello?"

	 

	On the other end is a modulated voice, professional and neutral as metal. "Dr. Smith. Let's moderate here. There are sensitive issues surrounding anonymous files. We advise you not to proceed. For your safety and that of others, let it go."

	 

	The sentence is short, without explicit threats, but the tone is calibrated for those who can read between the lines: a command that doesn't dare call itself that. Sara holds her breath. She asks who is speaking, asks them to repeat their identity. The voice remains tight-lipped: "AuralisTech logo." Then a click. The line goes dead.

	 

	She stands there with the warm cell phone between her fingers, staring at the spectrogram pulsing like a wound. The presence of the logo on the display tells her two things: someone is watching her, and someone can, if they want, make themselves understood without breaking down doors. Resentment gives way to a more lucid anger. She is not intimidated. Not yet.

	 

	Before putting the phone back in her pocket, she sends an encrypted message to an old university contact: "Do you still have access to AuralisTech's patents? — S.S." She doesn't want to raise unnecessary alarms, but she wants multiple confirmations. Then he activates the lab camera for local recording, starting a separate analog track: double proof, double world. It is a gesture of someone who knows that the truth can also be defended with the bureaucracy of traces.

	 

	Then she returns to the file. She scrolls through the details she has isolated and finds something she didn't expect: a small tag hidden in the stream, a string that belongs neither to Palimpsest nor to public patents. It is a reference code, probably an internal index, and it contains the initials M.M. Sara raises an eyebrow. M.M. — Mark Mason. The name that's already buzzing around her head, the one of the former employee she read about in a thread a few weeks earlier.

	 

	Time shrinks around her like a cloak. Every choice has a balance. Calling Mark could mean bringing an inside voice int r investigation, but it could also expose him. Not calling means slowing down. Sara knows the weight of personal calls: some truths require the involvement of those who have already been touched.

	 

	The tension rises a notch when an alert on the monitor warns her that someone has attempted to access her email account. A failed attempt, a trace deleted from the log, but the pattern is there: outside eyes, protections circumvented. It's no longer theory: someone has been monitoring her lab.

	 

	Sara turns off the spectrograph for a moment. The darkness in the room has a different weight than that in the corridor: it is full of questions. She takes her notebook and adds a new item to the list: contact Mark Mason, but do so in a way that cannot be traced. Then, as if making a promise to herself, she also writes: find the source of the M.M. tag before someone else deletes it.

	 

	The door to the white room seems thinner when she reopens it. It is no longer just a place for measurements: it is the starting point for something big and organized. She pours herself another coffee, drinks it quickly, and collects the files she has prepared. She knows that the next step will be dangerous, and she also knows that she cannot do it alone. But before she leaves, she looks at the spectrogram one last time: within the noise, a small harmonic seems to shine. It is like a beat that does not want to be forgotten.

	 

	NOTES: Sara confirms that the file bears Palimpsest's technical signature but shows variations designed for commercial customization; she receives an anonymous call with the AuralisTech logo on the display warning her to stop. She decides to contact Mark Mason in a way that cannot be traced. Soon Sara will face her first direct contact with Mason, a meeting that will open dangerous doors and buried truths...

	 

	 

	



Chapter 3:

	A trembling ex

	 

	 

	The light in the bar is warm, a refuge from the metallic gray of the laboratory, but the atmosphere smells of watered-down beer and faded wallpaper. Sara Smith waits seated at a table near the window, her notebook closed in front of her, her jacket poorly fitted, because indifference is often the best mask in encounters that could turn into confessions. It is the kind of place where conversations are easily lost in the noise, and that is exactly what she needs, a place where words can hide as they come out.

	 

	Mark Mason arrives late, his backpack straight on his shoulders, his hair messy as if the night had eaten away at his desire to sleep. When she sees him, Sara notices the instant change, the tension tightening his shoulders, his hand searching for something to hold on to. Mark is a small figure, with the eyes of someone who has seen things in offices that are not spoken of outside the confines of the workplace, but his voice only trembles when he talks about certain things.
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