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Introduction

Consciousness came in shreds and splinters—snippets of sensation, images
disconnected from identity. Eve Harlow awoke sprawled on a park bench beneath the
sickly yellow glow of a streetlamp, every muscle coiled tight with the panic of not
knowing. Her heart knocked hard against her ribs as she glanced around, searching for
clues. The chill of the early dawn pressed against her skin. She knew nothing of
herself. Not her age, not her face, not even her voice. Yet her mind teemed with
insights, razor-sharp fragments about strangers she had never met: the father in
jogging shoes striding past, the barista across the street opening her café, the
teenager in the hoodie ducking into the shadows. Their secrets unspooled in her mind,
vivid and complete, as if she’d lived each of their lives for a moment—except her own.

She went searching for a name and found only static. But when she walked the block,
guided by a hunch she didn’t understand, she noticed the small, folded note tucked in
her jacket pocket. “Don’t trust him,” it read in her careful handwriting. But who was
“him”—and where had she been before this moment? Each step was a silent
interrogation of herself, every reflection in a window a stranger’s face. Questions
pressed in from all sides, but the only answers were about people she recognized but
had never known.

Something inside pulsed with urgency. Every instinct screamed that she was being
watched, followed, maybe even hunted. She felt the gaze before she saw the glint of a
camera lens hidden in a newspaper dispenser. As Eve tested the edges of her
memory, the impression grew: someone had orchestrated this blank slate. Someone
had stripped her past and left the present teetering on a knife’s edge.

As the day bled into night, she prowled city streets that echoed with half-familiar
resonance. Shards of recollection taunted her—an office building’s lobby that made
her pulse quicken, a piece of graffiti that sent shivers down her spine. Every time she
tried to piece together her own life, her thoughts rerouted to the personal histories of
the strangers around her instead. The skill was uncanny, unnatural, and undeniably
dangerous.

Drawn by cryptic clues—messages in her pockets, knowledge of places she’'d never
consciously visited—Eve began to suspect there was system, a method to her
madness. Why could she recall the hidden affair of a passing stranger but not her own
childhood? Why did unbidden facts about missing persons crowd her thoughts? The
world itself seemed a puzzle box, and she was the missing piece, her own identity
locked away behind a wall of stolen or borrowed memory.
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For Eve, survival means unmasking not only the secret organization hunting her, but
the buried truths within herself. To reclaim her life and protect those in danger, she
must navigate a world where every memory might be a lie and every ally a threat. And
as the watcher in the shadows tightens their trap, one terrifying question remains:
How far would someone go to erase another’s past—and what fragments might
persist, no matter how thorough the theft?
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CHAPTER ONE: Waking in the Fog

The park, it turned out, was called Meridian Gardens. The name came to her not from
a sign or a helpful stranger, but from an instant, unbidden download of information as
her gaze snagged on a chipped stone fountain. Meridian Gardens, established 1908,
known for its rose bushes (currently dormant), popular with dog walkers and elderly
chess players. This was the terrifying normalcy of her new existence: encyclopedic
knowledge of everything but herself.

She pushed herself off the cold bench, her muscles protesting with a dull ache that
suggested she’d been there a while. Her clothes—a dark, unbranded hoodie, jeans,
and sneakers—were practical but offered no hints. No tags, no distinctive patterns,
just anonymous fabric. A glance down confirmed the lack of personal effects. No
wallet, no phone, no keys. Nothing but the cryptic note, folded precisely, in her pocket.
"Don't trust him." The words scratched themselves across her raw nerves like
sandpaper.

The sun was just beginning to paint the sky in bruised purples and grays. A thin fog
clung to the ground, blurring the edges of the trees, making the world feel even more
uncertain. Each breath was a shallow gasp, not from exertion, but from the sheer
terror of her situation. How long had she been here? Days? Hours? The sensation was
of having just blinked into existence.

A man jogging past, headphones clamped over his ears, drew her attention. Instantly,
she knew he was forty-two, a divorced accountant named Arthur Jenkins, currently
battling a nasty alimony dispute and a secret gambling addiction that was spiraling
out of control. The knowledge was vivid, complete, terrifying. She could have told him
the name of his ex-wife's lawyer, the precise amount of his outstanding debt, even the
name of the horse he'd bet on last night. But she couldn’t tell him her own name.

She forced herself to move, her steps slow and deliberate, a robot mimicking human
motion. Her immediate goal: find a mirror. She needed to see her face, to put an
image to the terrifying blankness within. The park led to a main street, and as the city
slowly woke, more people appeared. A woman in a floral dress, walking a tiny yapping
dog. Eve knew, with startling clarity, that the woman's name was Brenda Higgins, she
was a retired librarian, and she secretly fostered stray cats in her tiny apartment,
much to the chagrin of her landlord. It was an avalanche of irrelevant information.

Every face was a floodgate opening onto a personal history. It was like being plugged

into some vast, chaotic database of human experience, her own hard drive wiped
clean. The barista opening the corner cafe, the one Eve had clocked from the park
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bench, was a struggling art student named Chloe, whose biggest fear was failing her
scholarship. Chloe also had a tattoo of a hummingbird on her ankle that she regretted
getting. How did she know that? It was maddening.

The desire to scream, to lash out at the universe for this cruel joke, was almost
overwhelming. But a deeper, cooler instinct, one that felt oddly familiar despite her
amnesia, told her to stay calm. To observe. To gather data. She was a detective,
wasn't she? The thought arose unbidden, a flicker of professional identity in the void. A
private investigator. The realization settled with a surprising sense of rightness, even
as the details remained elusive.

The "Don't trust him" note gnawed at her. Who was "him"? And why did she write it to
herself? It hinted at a past self, a self who knew things, a self who was trying to
protect her from something or someone. The clandestine antagonist. She remembered
the glint of the camera lens from the newspaper dispenser in the park. She was being
watched. The thought sent a fresh wave of adrenaline through her veins. This wasn't
just some random accident. This was deliberate.

Her gaze swept the street, searching for anything out of place. A black sedan with
tinted windows parked across the street. Too neat. Too still. Her eyes, or rather, the
eyes of the person she used to be, instantly noticed the slight condensation on the
windshield, indicating the engine had only recently been running, or was idling. It was
a detail only someone looking for trouble would pick up on.

A chill that had nothing to do with the morning air ran down her spine. The stakes
were high. Her missing memories, her profound knowledge of others, the mysterious
message, the feeling of being hunted—it all coalesced into a single, terrifying truth:
she was a pawn in a game she didn't remember starting, and her survival depended
on figuring out the rules. The first step was to find a reflective surface, any reflective
surface, and finally, finally, see the face of the woman who was Eve Harlow.
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