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Introduction
On mornings when the clinic felt more machine than place, Nora Quinn arrived early
enough to hear the building settle. The HVAC shivered awake, valves clicked, the
scent of antiseptic citrus and paper dust breathed out of the vents. She liked it then,
before staff chatter and phones, when the rooms seemed weightless. She unlocked
Suite 4, checked the polygraph leads she never used, and calibrated the metronome
to ninety beats per minute—her preferred tempo for guided recall. The work, like the
metronome, was a cadence: cue, retrieve, anchor, rest.

Her first patient of the day—a retired paramedic with a winter-scarf cough—sat rigid in
the chair, eyes scanning the ceiling as if someone had hidden his memory in the
fluorescents. Nora slid a weighted blanket across his lap and said, “We don’t force. We
invite.” She set two sensory anchors: a small vial of smoke-tainted cedar and a
recording of distant surf. The man flinched at the scent, then softened at the sound. As
his breathing steadied, Nora asked him to describe the temperature of the air on a
night he was trying not to forget. The scene assembled itself like film splicing: the grit
of road salt under his boots, a car door humming when it closed, a child’s shoe with a
cartoon on the toe. Facts were fragile. Sensations held.

When he left—eyes wet, thanks quiet—Nora scrubbed the chair arms and updated the
record. Memory reconstruction, in the real world, was less about miracles than about
thresholds. She wrote in tidy, neutral phrases and attached the audio, noting the time
codes where the man’s body language shifted, where his voice thinned. The clinic’s
templates had boxes for everything: consent, retraumatization protocols, chain-of-
custody tags. Nora ticked each box with the precision of someone who had learned
long ago that precision could be a kind of prayer.

Dr. Arthur Vale stepped into the doorway as she finished. He didn’t knock; he never
had to. He was silver at the temples and too calm, a man who collected confidences
like cufflinks. “You’re an orchestra unto yourself, Nora,” he said, smiling. “The board
liked the outcomes data. Ethical, effective, humane.” He drew out the middle word as
if to lay it like a hand on her shoulder. She felt its weight anyway. When he left, the
room seemed to remember his cologne before it remembered his words.

By midmorning, the neon “Occupied” signs down the hall glowed in unison. Hana
Morales messaged Nora a laughing emoji over a corrupted file name—they would fix it
later, after lunch, when the clinic’s servers were less moody. On Nora’s schedule, a
block had been added in gray: External Consultation—Price, G. The intake notes were
sparse: incarcerated, arson conviction, persistent amnesia surrounding index event.
Request initiated by patient via legal advocate, experimental protocol oversight
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approved. Nora frowned at the gaps and felt, with that old stubborn muscle, the urge
to fill them.

They met in the annex room, the one with too many windows and furniture bolted to
the floor. The corrections officer stayed inside, hands folded, the keys on his belt
making small metallic comments every time he shifted weight. Gabriel Price was
younger than the headlines had made him—thirty, maybe, with a rawness around the
eyes that read as sleeplessness more than menace. He watched the metronome, not
her. “I don’t remember the night,” he said, the words flat, carried along by the tick.
“Everyone thinks that’s convenient.” He smiled without humor. “I think it’s by design.”

Nora did what she always did: set boundaries, breathed, explained. She placed the
scent vial on the tray and the surf on low, but when she reached for the cedar she
stopped. Arson. No fire smells. She swapped cedar for petrichor and watched his
shoulders ease as if rain could rinse what heat had done. She asked about
sounds—any sound from the days before the incident. “When the elevators in D-block
close,” Gabriel said, “they thud like a heartbeat.” He closed his eyes. “And there’s a
whistle in the steam pipes, just before dawn.” His recall did not move like story. It
moved like a map with many torn edges.

They couldn’t go far in one session. The officer cleared his throat, the clock insisted.
Nora slid the consent forms across the table for signature, and Gabriel’s cuffed hands
made the awkward dance of pen against paper. He leaned in as he handed the
clipboard back. It was a small movement, casual if you weren’t looking. Beneath the
forms, where the cardboard backing met the metal clip, a thin manila envelope had
been taped and then freed, as if it had always belonged there. For a second neither of
them moved. Then the officer shifted again and keys chimed, and the moment
collapsed into the ordinary.

After they’d gone, the room felt colder. Nora locked the door and sat with the
clipboard on her lap. The envelope was cheap and unmarked, warm from her hands.
Inside, wrapped in tissue as if a breakable truth, lay a plastic drive and four thumbnail-
sized chips labeled in blocky pen: 1, 2, 3, 4. Tucked between them was a narrow strip
of paper, folded twice. She unfolded it carefully, thinking absurdly of fortune cookies
and childhood dares. The handwriting was deliberate, each letter a small box: Find the
fifth.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Detail That Doesn’t Fit
The envelope sat on her kitchen table like an accusation. Nora had placed it in the
exact center, equidistant from the salt shaker and the fruit bowl, as if proper
placement could neutralize its contents. She had showered and scrubbed, but the
faint, institutional smell of the annex room still clung to her clothes, a mix of bleach
and anxiety. Outside, the city was turning itself inside out for the evening rush, horns
blaring, sirens rising and falling. Inside, the only sound was the hum of the refrigerator
and the tiny, dry whisper of the plastic drive as she nudged it with one fingertip.

She had rules for this kind of thing. She had rules for everything, a private constitution
written in the language of containment. Work stayed at work. Evidence, if that’s what
this was, was the jurisdiction of law enforcement. And Gabriel Price, with his sleeping-
old eyes and his careful, taped-together envelope, was a patient, not a puzzle she was
meant to solve. The note was folded twice, the creases so sharp they might as well
have been cuts. Find the fifth. She could drop the whole thing in an evidence bag, call
Marcus, and be done with it. She had never been good at following her own rules when
they felt like cowardice.

Nora retrieved her personal laptop from the bedroom and set it on the counter, the
surface cool and forgiving. The drive was standard, cheap, the sort of thing you could
buy by the handful at any electronics store. She slid it into the port, and the device
appeared on the screen: four audio files, neatly labeled. No encryption, no password,
nothing to hide except what the files would say. She started a new encrypted folder,
named it Price, G, and began with the first file. The recording opened with a hum, then
the thin, papery voice of Gabriel Price, distinct and stripped of bravado.

She listened once all the way through, leaning against the counter, arms folded, eyes
closed. His voice was different on the recording than it had been in the room. No
metronome tick, no guard’s shifting weight, no window light. There was only the sound
of a man speaking in a place that did not echo. He talked in fragments, as if reading a
list only he could see. Gasoline, he said. A red can. He mentioned a sweater he
couldn’t place, a blue cable knit with a hole in the left elbow. He talked about a sound,
a high-pitched hum, like a transformer about to fail. Then he said, “The smoke tasted
like burnt plastic and cherries.”

Nora rewound ten seconds and played it again. Burnt plastic and cherries. That was
the detail. She knew the police reports by heart before she even opened them. She
had spent the morning reading the summary the clinic had pulled: fast-burning
accelerant, likely gasoline; ignition source unknown; no mention of cherry trees,
orchards, or anything that grew fruit. The only thing that had burned in that
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warehouse was paint, chemicals, and a man who had died inside. Gabriel had been
convicted on the basis of the accelerant, the witness who saw him carrying the red
can, and the fact that he had been found two blocks away, soot on his jacket, staring
blankly at the fire trucks as if they were animals he had never seen before.

But the cherries. That didn’t belong. Arson investigations had their own sensory
vocabularies: petroleum, solvent, acetone, burn patterns. Not cherries. It was too
specific, too strange. The kind of detail you could ignore and still make a case, or the
kind you could cling to and find the seam that broke the whole thing open. She pulled
up the trial transcript, skimming for anything that might explain it. Nothing. She
searched for the warehouse’s inventory, its history. The building had been a dry-goods
distribution center. No food storage, no fruit. She opened a new document and typed
the phrase in all caps, underlined it twice. BURNT PLASTIC AND CHERRIES. It looked
wrong on the page.

Her phone vibrated against the granite, the screen lighting up with Hana’s name and a
pinprick of worry. Nora answered and put it on speaker. “Hey,” she said, trying to keep
her voice neutral. “Don’t tell me the lab server crashed again.”

“No, the server is behaving, which is suspicious enough,” Hana said, cheerful as
always, but there was a new edge in her voice. “I was running that metadata check
you asked for—the lab logs from the intake system. The ones we archived last week?
The file for your guy, Price? The timestamps are off. Like, by a lot. It’s nothing obvious.
You’d have to dig. But there’s a gap. Between intake and processing. And the file has
been opened and edited three times since we locked the master record. We don’t
even have permissions to do that without Vale’s override.”

Nora stared at the fruit bowl. An apple shone with polish. The bananas were going
brown at the tips. “Who unlocked it?”

“I can’t see that level,” Hana said, lowering her voice. “But I can see the IP address for
the last edit. It came from inside the clinic. Yesterday evening.”

Nora’s stomach tightened. She pictured Vale in his office, tie loosened, sleeves rolled
up, smiling his difficult-to-refuse smile while he rewrote the past. The clinic didn’t do
heavy data work, but they archived everything, and their records were supposed to be
immutable once the session closed and the chain-of-custody tags were applied. To
alter one took intent and access. “Keep this between us,” Nora said. “I’ll talk to Vale in
the morning. Don’t run any more checks that can be logged.”

“Nora,” Hana said, almost whispering, “the date that got edited was the day after the
fire. And the session code they used? It’s not one of ours. It looks like a guest login.”

Nora hung up and pulled Gabriel’s file from the clinic’s cloud, careful to use her
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personal laptop and not the work machine. She opened the official transcript, and
there it was again: a neat, sanitized narrative of recall. No cherries, no sweater. No
hum. Just a man who couldn’t remember what had been done and a court that decided
he did anyway. She played the second audio fragment. This one was different, more
chaotic. Gabriel’s breath hitched in odd places, like he was reading the room rather
than the list. He spoke of a music box, the kind with a ballerina that spins when you
open the lid, and the music it played was “Für Elise.” He said he had heard it three
days before the fire, coming from the apartment next to his. He said the neighbor had
a cat named Mouse.

Nora paused the recording. There was no cat in the evidence. There was no neighbor
listed in the discovery who had a music box. She could feel the path stretching in front
of her, straight and obvious, and at the same time the ground under her feet starting
to tilt. It was possible Gabriel had invented a life to fill the blank spaces. It was
possible his memory was a collage of things he’d seen on TV, an elaborate patchwork
to cover a hole. But the cherries, the music box, the cat named Mouse—these weren’t
broad strokes. They were tiny, specific, the kind of details you could check.

She played the third fragment, bracing herself. On this one, Gabriel mentioned a
woman with a low laugh and a habit of jingling her keys like wind chimes. He said she
wore a yellow scarf, that he saw her at the corner store buying cigarettes the
afternoon before the fire. He said she looked like someone who had recently had her
heart broken. Nora wrote it down—yellow scarf, corner store, cigarettes—and felt a
prickle along her neck. None of it was in the police reports. None of it was in the trial.
The jury had heard a simple story, an easy one: a man who set a fire and ran. They
had not heard about cherries or music boxes or a woman with a broken heart. It
wasn’t that Gabriel’s memory was unreliable; it was that it told a different story
entirely.

She had the fourth file left. It was the shortest. Gabriel’s voice on this one sounded like
he had run out of road. He said a name, or tried to. It came out on the recording as a
blur, like he had turned his head away from the mic. He said, “I remember the way his
shoes looked. Patent leather. Like a kid’s dress shoes. And then he…” The audio cut,
mid-sentence, with a sharp click, as if a door had closed or the recorder had been
snatched away. Nora ran the file through the waveform editor Hana had installed for
her, zooming in on the gap. Nothing. It ended where it ended.

She sat for a moment in the silence that followed. Her apartment felt smaller than it
had when she got home, the windows too far away. If she had learned anything in her
work, it was that people lied to themselves more than they lied to anyone else. They
constructed little shelters around what they couldn’t bear, and they called the shelters
memory. But this was something else. These fragments weren’t self-protective. They
were inconvenient truths. And the fifth one, the one that would explain why the rest
didn’t fit, had been withheld with intention.
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Nora closed her laptop and went to the window. The street below was slick with rain,
neon bleeding across the pavement. A couple huddled under a shared umbrella,
laughing at something she couldn’t hear. For a second, she wished she could trade
this work for something simpler, something where the only stories were the ones
people told you outright. But the cherries and the music box and the yellow scarf had
already lodged themselves under her skin. She was a restorer by trade and a seeker
by habit, and the missing fifth confession felt like a splinter she could not ignore.

She stood, rinsed her coffee cup, and set it in the dish rack with careful precision. The
rules had been bent, if not broken, the moment Gabriel slid the envelope under the
clipboard. If Vale had edited the logs, then something at the clinic was wrong in a way
that wouldn’t be fixed by polite emails or morning meetings. She took a small digital
voice recorder from her desk drawer and made a note for herself, the words plain and
steady: Cherries. Music box. Yellow scarf. Missing name. Fifth? She marked the time,
date, and her own initials. She would not be the kind of person who could pretend she
hadn’t seen this. She was, she admitted to the empty room, already halfway down a
path she had sworn she would never walk.
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