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Introduction
Maya woke up with the image of a child's face burned into her mind—a child she’s
certain she’s never met, let alone mothered. Every day at the hospital, her hands
remember motions she never learned; every night, her dreams ripple with laughter
not her own. In her worn diary, dates blur and intentions knit themselves into
questions she cannot shake. What has she lost, or worse, what has been placed inside
her?

Luke used to chase the truth. Now it hunts him. One morning, his email inbox floods
with untraceable tips: exposes about government agencies, blueprints for clandestine
labs, dossiers marked “classified.” Yet when he rereads them, dread pools in his
stomach—he has no memory of research, of contacts, of ever digging for these
secrets. His career was ruined the day he couldn’t separate fact from fabrication, but
the clues surfacing in his mind are far too real to ignore.

Evelyn’s life, longer than she likes to remember, is drawn in quiet days and old
routines—until a man from her forgotten youth appears in memories vivid as sunlight.
He calls her by the nickname only her late husband used, but when she looks through
old photo albums, his face is nowhere to be found. Her family grows concerned about
her confusion, and Evelyn clings to the quiet certainty that somewhere in the
brambles of her thoughts, a fierce love was stolen.

For each of them, reality is breaking apart. Confidantes and colleagues notice strange
lapses—a nurse too intimate with patients she can’t name, a journalist asking
questions about places he’s never been, a widow mourning for phantom anniversaries.
Through snatches of deja vu and half-remembered secrets, the trio is drawn to a
single word: “Adler.” Unbidden, it surfaces in their conversations, their dreams, their
hastily scribbled notes, a tether pulling their routes together.

When Maya, Luke, and Evelyn begin to cross paths—first as usernames on obscure
forums, then as wary partners in a journey into the unknown—they realize that the key
to their missing lives lies beyond the boundary of reason and memory. In a country
town veined with secrets, they must unravel who they are—and who wants to keep
them from knowing. The road ahead will demand trust, sacrifice, and the surrender of
certainty. Because in the world of the Memory Thief, nothing is more dangerous—or
more precious—than the truth inside your head.
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CHAPTER ONE: The House With No Photos
The scent of antiseptic clung to Maya like a second skin, a comforting constant in a
world that felt increasingly fluid. Her shift at St. Jude’s had ended hours ago, but still,
the sterile aroma lingered in her nostrils, even as she walked through the familiar,
quiet streets of her neighborhood. The streetlights cast long, wavering shadows,
making the oak trees look like skeletal guardians. She tried to hum a tune her
grandmother used to sing, a lullaby, but the melody kept morphing into something
else, a frantic, wordless tune that made her stomach clench.

She fumbled with her keys at the front door, the brass cool against her palm. Inside,
the silence of her small, neat house was heavier than usual. It used to be a comforting
quiet, a space where she could unwind after long hours in the ER, a sanctuary. Now, it
felt like an echo chamber, amplifying the disquiet in her own mind. She flicked on the
lights, banishing the shadows, but not the feeling of displacement.

Her gaze drifted to the mantelpiece, usually adorned with framed photographs. A
smiling Maya with her parents, a graduation photo, a snap from a hiking trip with
college friends. But tonight, the mantel was bare. Not just empty, but cleanly bare, as
if nothing had ever been there. A faint, lighter rectangle on the wall where a larger
frame might have hung was the only evidence that photographs had ever existed. She
frowned, a line appearing between her eyebrows. Had she taken them down for
cleaning? Repainting? She couldn't remember. The lack of an answer was a small,
unsettling prick.

She walked into the kitchen, the linoleum cool under her bare feet. The aroma of
forgotten coffee still hung in the air. On the refrigerator, usually plastered with takeout
menus and quirky magnets, was a single, plain white envelope. Her name, ‘Maya
Thorne,’ was written on it in neat, looping script, unfamiliar yet somehow intimate. Her
heart gave an unpleasant jolt. She picked it up, her fingers tracing the elegant letters.
No return address. No stamp. It had simply appeared.

Inside, there was no letter, no note. Just a single, faded photograph. It was a picture of
a child, no older than five, with wide, curious eyes and a mop of dark, unruly hair. A
small, gap-toothed smile played on their lips. The child was sitting on a swing, blurred
in motion, a patch of bright green grass and a weathered wooden fence in the
background. A perfectly ordinary photograph of a perfectly ordinary child.

Except Maya had never seen this child before in her life.

And yet, as she stared at the image, a wave of dizzying familiarity washed over her.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Not just familiarity, but something deeper, a profound, aching love that seemed to
surge from the very core of her being. Her breath hitched. This was her child. This was
the child from her dreams, the one whose laughter echoed in the empty spaces of her
house, the one whose tiny hand she sometimes felt in hers, even when she was alone.

But it was impossible. She was thirty-two, single, and had never been pregnant. She
had never given birth. She had no children. The facts of her life were stark, unyielding.
Yet the emotional truth of the photograph was undeniable. She clutched the picture to
her chest, the edges digging into her skin, as if trying to physically absorb the truth it
represented.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, pulling her from the swirling vortex of confusion. It
was her best friend, Chloe, texting: "Hey, still up? Just saw the craziest thing on the
news about that abandoned institute outside of town. Kerren Institute? Ring any bells?
Heard something about it being re-opened or something shady going on."

Maya stared at the name. Kerren Institute. It rang no bells. None at all. But as she
stood there, the photograph of the unknown child pressed against her chest, a
phantom whisper seemed to brush against the edges of her mind. A whisper that
spoke of sterile rooms and flickering lights, of a cold, metallic tang in the air, and a
name that wasn’t Kerren. A name that, for a fleeting, terrifying second, sounded like
"Adler."

She shivered, despite the warmth of her kitchen. The house suddenly felt less like a
sanctuary and more like a stage set. The bare mantel, the strange photograph, the
impossible memories, and now this cryptic message about a forgotten institute. Maya
felt a frantic urge to put things back in order, to make sense of the chaos that was
swiftly consuming her reality. But how could she, when the very foundation of her past
felt like quicksand? She looked at the child’s face in the photo again, a desperate plea
forming in her throat. Who are you? And why do I love you so much?

She moved numbly to the living room, collapsing onto the sofa. The television flickered
on, a local news broadcast playing softly. The reporter, a severe-looking woman with a
tight blonde bun, was talking about a recent spike in bizarre missing persons cases in
the tri-county area. "Authorities are baffled," she stated, her voice devoid of emotion.
"Many of the individuals reported missing exhibit similar patterns of behavior prior to
their disappearance: disorientation, sudden memory loss, and in some cases, claims of
possessing new, unexplainable memories."

Maya’s breath caught in her throat. Disorientation. Sudden memory loss. New,
unexplainable memories. The words echoed her own terrifying experience. Was she
next? Was this child in her hands a harbinger of some looming danger? She thought of
Chloe’s text, the Kerren Institute. Was it connected? Could these "new memories" be a
symptom, or something far more sinister?
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She reached for her laptop, her fingers trembling slightly as she typed "Kerren
Institute" into the search bar. The first few results were historical, dusty articles about
a defunct psychiatric research facility, infamous for its controversial "experimental
therapies" in the mid-20th century. Nothing about it being re-opened. Nothing about it
being operational. Her browser history was blank for any previous searches. No
indication she’d ever looked into this place before.

Yet the name "Adler" still floated at the periphery of her thoughts, a persistent,
irritating fly. She typed that in next. The results were endless, of course. Adler was a
common enough surname. But then, an image flickered onto the screen: a grainy
black and white photograph of a stern-looking man in a lab coat, standing in front of a
building that looked eerily similar to the one described in the Kerren Institute articles.
Below it, a caption: "Dr. Elias Adler, lead researcher, Kerren Institute, circa 1958."

The name clicked into place with an unnerving resonance. Not a phantom whisper, but
a solid, undeniable connection. Adler. It was a name that felt etched into the very
fabric of her altered reality. She felt a wave of nausea. Her head throbbed. What was
happening to her? Was she losing her mind? Or was someone else systematically
dismantling it, brick by painstaking brick?

She closed the laptop with a snap, the sudden noise jarring in the quiet house. The
photograph of the child lay on the coffee table, a silent accusation, a loving mystery.
Maya picked it up again, tracing the outline of the child’s face. She had to know. She
had to understand. For the child she couldn’t explain, for the memories that weren’t
hers, for the past that had been stolen. She had to find out what Adler and the Kerren
Institute meant. And she had a horrifying suspicion that her life, as she knew it, was
about to cease to exist.
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