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Introduction

Ivy Barker had always believed in the sanctity of routine. Each morning, she woke to
the low hum of early traffic on Lafayette Street, the stubborn clang of trash trucks
beneath her apartment window, and the thin, gray wash of light that never quite
managed to soften the city’s edges. New York pulsed around her—restless, unyielding,
never truly dark or silent. It was this relentless energy, she liked to think, that had
both shaped and steadied her: a city of constant movement for a woman who craved
structure.

Her world revolved around words, meticulously arranged and fiercely protected. As a
copy editor for one of the city’s last formidable print magazines, Ivy found comfort in
the certainty of language—grammar, punctuation, the rules that held chaos at bay.
But outside her office, chaos pressed in on all sides. News alerts blinked from phone
screens, headlines bled sensationalism, and the secrets of strangers seemed to
vibrate just beneath the slick surfaces of glass and steel. At times, the city’s noise felt
like a second heartbeat, steadying her when sleep wouldn’t come.

Insomnia was the sharpest of her old companions. For as long as she could remember,
Ivy had measured nights in restless intervals, her mind looping through unresolved
edits and half-formed memories. Work was her anchor, but the moments in
between—Ilost in the city’s after-hours glow—had grown increasingly blurred. She told
herself she preferred it that way: better to keep moving, keep working, than to dwell
on the hollowness insomnia left behind.

Still, trouble had a way of finding the cracks. Ivy had grown skilled at
compartmentalizing—the city required nothing less—but certain fears lingered in the
periphery, silently accruing interest over sleepless nights. Beneath her tidy existence
lay a current of unease she rarely acknowledged, a suspicion that the order she’d built
for herself might be more fragile than she cared to admit.

Then, on a night shrouded in ordinary shadows, Ivy awoke to a void in her memory. A
gap formed where certainty had lived. By morning, echoes of something terrible—a
fragment here, a flash of color there—haunted her thoughts, rebuffing all attempts at
clarity. In a city that never keeps its secrets for long, her own fractured recollection
became the most dangerous uncertainty. And when an anonymous message slipped
into her inbox—just five words—her carefully calibrated world began to unravel.

In the sleepless heart of the city, as a murder sends shockwaves through its corridors

of power, lvy will be forced to confront the blurred line between truth and illusion. And
in the process, she must answer a question as old as New York itself: Who do you
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become when even your memories are no longer your own?
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows on the Threshold

The morning began not with the usual low hum of traffic, but with a jarring silence. Ivy
blinked, disoriented, at the ceiling of her bedroom. It was too quiet. The city, even in
its deepest slumber, usually offered a distant thrum, a ghostly echo of its ceaseless
motion. Today, nothing. The absence was a physical pressure, like a hand pressed
over her ears. She checked her phone. 7:47 AM. Later than usual. And then she saw it:
a single, faint, purple bruise blossoming on the inside of her left wrist.

Her heart gave a jump, a nervous flutter against her ribs. She pressed a thumb to the
discoloration. It didn't hurt, not exactly, but a strange tingle spread beneath her skin, a
phantom sensation. She had no memory of getting it. No memory of the night before,
for that matter, not really. Bits and pieces, like scattered jigsaw puzzles, floated at the
edges of her awareness, refusing to coalesce into a coherent picture. A flash of neon,
the metallic taste of something bitter on her tongue, the sensation of walking on
uneven ground. Nothing that made sense.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, the thick pile of the rug feeling unfamiliar
beneath her bare feet. Her apartment, usually a haven of meticulous order,
seemed...off. A throw pillow lay askew on the sofa, its velvet fabric rumpled. A coffee
mug, half-empty and stained with dried liquid, sat on her polished oak desk, an
anomaly. lvy never left unwashed dishes out, especially not overnight. A faint, acrid
smell, like stale cigarettes and something else she couldn’t quite place, hung in the
air. She never smoked.

A knot tightened in her stomach. This wasn't just a bad night's sleep. This was a blank
slate where a full evening should have been. Her mind, usually a finely tuned
instrument of recall, felt like a broken record, skipping over the crucial track. She
walked to the window, pulling back the heavy curtains. Outside, Lafayette Street was
waking up, a familiar symphony of honking taxis and the distant wail of a siren. The
city was normal. She wasn't.

She forced herself into her morning routine, seeking comfort in the familiar. The hiss
of the espresso machine, the gentle clink of the porcelain mug, the rhythmic tapping
of her fingers on her laptop as she checked the news. But even the news felt strange
today, the headlines seeming to shout at her, demanding attention. A rising tech
company, Nexus Innovations, was dominating the business section. Its CEO, Robert
Vance, was everywhere - his face, a picture of shrewd ambition, stared out from
article after article. lvy skimmed the headlines, trying to focus, but her gaze kept
drifting back to the purple bruise on her wrist.
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The apartment felt too big, too empty. The air felt thick, as if it held unspoken
questions. She tried to retrace her steps from yesterday morning. Work, naturally.
She’d stayed late, as usual, editing a feature on the burgeoning underground art
scene in Bushwick. Then what? A vague image of a crowded bar, the thrum of music.
Laughter, not her own. A conversation she couldn’t quite recall, but the lingering
impression of urgency, of something important being discussed.

She walked into the bathroom, splashing cold water on her face. Her reflection stared
back, eyes a little too wide, a faint flush on her cheeks. She looked tired, but
also...hunted. The thought was absurd. She was Ivy Barker, copy editor. Her life was
quiet, predictable. No one hunted her. But the feeling persisted, a cold tendril of fear
snaking around her heart.

She checked her purse. Wallet, keys, phone - all accounted for. Nothing seemed
stolen. No obvious signs of a break-in. Yet, the sense of intrusion was palpable. Had
she left the door unlocked? She never did. She was meticulous, even obsessive, about
security. A shiver ran down her spine. The missing hours weren’t just a blank. They felt
like a hole, a vacuum sucking at the edges of her sanity.

Her phone buzzed. It was her boss, Arthur, a gruff but kind man who ran the magazine
with an iron fist wrapped in a velvet glove. “lvy, you're in early. Good. We need to talk
about that Vance piece.”

“Vance?” she asked, a strange echo in her voice. The name seemed to resonate with
the vague, troubling images in her mind.

“Robert Vance. The Nexus Innovations CEO. The one who just... well, you'll see the
news. It's breaking.”

Ivy's fingers trembled as she navigated back to the news sites. The banner headline,
screaming in bold red, seemed to leap off the screen: "TECH MOGUL ROBERT VANCE
FOUND DEAD." Below it, a smaller sub-headline: "Police Investigating Suspected
Homicide."

The blood drained from lvy's face. Robert Vance. The name, the face, suddenly clicked
into place with the fragments of her memory. The bitter taste, the crowded bar. Had
she seen him? Been near him? The very idea was preposterous. She was a copy editor,
not a player in the high-stakes world of tech billionaires.

A wave of nausea washed over her. She gripped the edge of her desk, her knuckles
white. The bruise on her wrist pulsed. The acrid smell in the air seemed to intensify. It
wasn’t just a gap in her memory. It was a terrifying, gaping maw. Had she been there?
Where? How?
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Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was an unknown number. Her stomach lurched.
She hesitated, her finger hovering over the screen. Against her better judgment, she
answered. A strange, distorted voice, almost robotic, spoke. "You were there. They
know your name."

The line went dead.

Ivy stared at her phone, the cold metal feeling like a dead weight in her hand. The
words echoed in her ears, cold and clear despite the distortion. "You were there. They
know your name." A fresh wave of fear, colder and more potent than before, washed
over her. It wasn't just a memory lapse. She was connected. To Robert Vance. To his
death. And someone knew. The city, usually her anchor, now felt like a predator, its
shadows closing in. What had she done? And why couldn't she remember?
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