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Introduction
Twenty years ago, humanity found a way to trade its most precious commodity:
memory. The discovery came quietly at first—a small research team at MINDVAULT
Corp harnessed neural imprinting, opening the door to recording, editing, and
transferring direct human experiences. What began as a clinical intervention for
trauma blossomed, in this near-future world, into the crowning glory of consumer tech:
the commodification of memory itself. Now, memories could be bought and sold,
gifted and stolen, as easily as streaming the latest vid from the vault. To forget pain or
relive joy, to give your loved ones your “realest” self—society’s obsessions changed
overnight.

Amid this storm of innovation stands Mina Hart, a specialist in memory forensics and
one of the few who truly understands what’s at stake when the boundary between self
and technology blurs. For Mina, whose own childhood is a shifting patchwork of gaps
and shadows, every case is personal. Her work for MINDVAULT is steady, dogged by
relentless public scrutiny and the ever-present glow of celebrity scandals fed by the
memory trade. Mina trusts her instincts, but she no longer trusts her own
recollections.

The city around her pulses with synthesized nostalgia and hidden paranoia: memory
bars offer illicit trips, memory clinics tout “mindful curation,” and black markets thrive
in the alleyways behind gleaming tech towers. The rich buy lives they never led; the
desperate sell what they cannot bear to keep. MINDVAULT dominates every corner of
this new economy, but its sharp white facade conceals deeper shadows—rumors of
disappearances, memory hacking, and corporate espionage punctuate the glimmering
promise of progress.

For Mina, each lost minute is a riddle. Her days are spliced between reality and
blankness, tiny fragments of her own story a constant torment. When a top executive
at MINDVAULT is left in a vegetative state after a memory theft gone wrong, the event
becomes both a high-profile scandal and an all-too-familiar echo of her private turmoil.
Media storms and panicked investors converge, but to Mina, there’s more beneath the
surface—because the pattern behind this crime is eerily, intimately familiar.

With pressure building from her superiors and the insatiable gaze of the public fixed
on her investigation, Mina is drawn into a labyrinth spanning corporate power games,
underground hacktivists, and the far reaches of her own uncertain past. Trust is a
currency in short supply, and every step toward the truth threatens not just her safety,
but the fragile integrity of her mind. Mina is forced to confront an agonizing question:
If you can alter memory, how can you ever really know yourself?
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Here, at the edge where science and soul collide, Mina’s race against time begins—a
journey through the dazzling facades and grim realities of the memory trade, where
every recollection is suspect and every truth comes with a price.
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CHAPTER ONE: Fragmented
The emergency alert from MINDVAULT had shattered the pre-dawn quiet, a shrill
digital scream tearing Mina from a dream she couldn’t quite grasp. Something about a
Ferris wheel, and a faint taste of burnt sugar. Now, the bitter tang of cheap synth-
coffee was all that registered. Her apartment, usually a haven of calculated clutter, felt
exposed in the pale light filtering through the privacy-tinted windows. Even the air
seemed to hum with an unnatural tension.

She’d dressed on autopilot: a practical grey jumpsuit, scuffed but reliable boots, and
her standard-issue neural interface clipped behind her ear. It pulsed faintly, a constant
reminder of the technology that both defined her life and haunted her past. Outside,
the city was just beginning to stir, a grey concrete beast exhaling warm, stale air.
Speed-cabs zipped silently through the sky-lanes, their destination beacons blinking
like distant stars.

Mina bypassed her personal vehicle, opting for the faster, less conspicuous public
transport that snaked through the lower levels. The train carriage was already half-full,
populated by early-shift workers hunched over their personal comm-pads, eyes glazed
with the latest memory-stream updates. Someone was reliving a celebrity chef’s
culinary triumph; another, a curated vacation to the Martian colonies. The soft hum of
shared experiences filled the air, a collective escape from the mundane.

She watched them, a familiar ache in her chest. For most, memories were currency,
entertainment, a form of digital immortality. For Mina, they were a battlefield. Every
morning, she spent five minutes in front of her memory mirror, a small device that
projected her recorded life-stream. Most days, it was a perfectly coherent narrative.
But some days, a glitch. A jump. A moment, a conversation, a face, simply gone. A
blank space where a solid memory should have been. Like the Ferris wheel dream.
She’d learned to live with it, to navigate the subtle distortions, but the underlying
unease never truly dissipated. It was a phantom limb, a constant reminder of
something missing.

The train emerged from the underground tunnels, offering a panoramic view of the
gleaming towers that dominated the city’s skyline. Foremost among them, piercing
the clouds like a spear of polished chrome, was the MINDVAULT Corp headquarters. It
wasn’t just a building; it was a monument to humanity’s audacious leap into the neuro-
digital age. Its upper floors, a dizzying array of bioluminescent glass, housed the core
servers, the vast digital libraries of human experience. Down below, nestled within its
impenetrable foundations, were the secure Memory Vaults—physical storage for the
most valuable and sensitive neural imprints.
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As the train glided closer, Mina could already see the disturbance. Emergency lights
pulsed erratically around the main entrance. News drones, buzzing like angry wasps,
orbited the building, their powerful lenses zoomed in on the chaos. Security detail,
usually unobtrusive, swarmed the perimeter in sleek black armored suits. The silence
of the early morning was replaced by a low thrum of activity, a palpable sense of
urgency that resonated with the adrenaline coursing through Mina’s veins.

She disembarked two stops early, melting into the growing crowd of onlookers and
media personnel. The less attention she drew, the better. Her reputation as a
relentless, if unconventional, investigator preceded her, but so did the whispers about
her “unreliable” personal memory. At the security checkpoint, a stern-faced guard in
MINDVAULT livery scanned her ID. His gaze lingered on her profile, a flicker of
recognition in his eyes, but he waved her through without a word.

Inside, the grand atrium, usually a pristine testament to corporate power, was a scene
of controlled pandemonium. Data analysts, normally confined to their silent cubicles,
huddled in anxious groups. Security personnel barked orders into their comm-units.
The air was thick with the metallic tang of ozone and the faint, unsettling scent of
burnt circuitry. It was the smell of a system under duress, of something having gone
profoundly wrong.

Mina navigated the throng, her eyes scanning for familiar faces. She spotted Director
Thorne, her direct superior, near the cordon tape, his usually immaculate suit rumpled,
his face a mask of barely contained fury. Thorne, a man whose ambition was as sharp
as his tailored suits, was already embroiled in a heated exchange with a team of
corporate lawyers. They looked like vultures, circling a wounded prey.

“Hart! Finally,” Thorne barked, spotting her. His voice, usually smooth and modulated,
was raw with stress. “Get over here. This is a complete disaster.”

Mina approached, her expression calm, betraying none of the internal tremors.
“What’s the situation, Director?”

“Situation? It’s a full-scale breach,” Thorne gestured wildly towards the secure
entrance of the executive wing, where a twisted mass of reinforced durasteel marked
the point of entry. “Someone got into Dr. Aris Thorne’s personal vault. Not just his
memory archives, Hart. His live feed. They accessed his current neural activity, then
wiped it clean. He’s in a coma. Brain activity flatlining.”

Mina’s breath hitched. Dr. Aris Thorne was a legend within MINDVAULT, one of the
original architects of the neuro-imprinting process and the company’s current Chief
Innovation Officer. To access a live feed, to not just steal memories but to erase a
person’s consciousness… that was a level of sophisticated memory hacking she hadn't
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encountered. It spoke of a motive far beyond simple theft.

“Wiped clean?” Mina asked, her voice low. The implication was chilling. Not just a
missing past, but a stolen present, a void where a brilliant mind once existed. It was
the ultimate violation in a world built on the sanctity of consciousness.

“Every trace. And not just his personal archives. They hit the master server for his
entire department. Years of research, experimental neuro-patterns, cutting-edge
algorithms—gone.” Thorne ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. “The
corporate implications alone… our stock is plummeting. The board is breathing down
my neck. We need answers, Hart. Fast.”

Mina nodded, her mind already racing through protocols, potential vulnerabilities, and
the sheer audacity of the attack. “Where’s the breach point?”

Thorne pointed to the mangled entrance. “They used a thermal lance, then bypassed
the biometric locks. Amateurish entry for such a sophisticated hack. That’s what’s
throwing us. It doesn’t make sense.”

Mina walked toward the breach point, her eyes sweeping over the scene. The scorched
edges of the durasteel, the shattered fragments of the biometric scanner. It did seem
crude, almost deliberately so. Like a stage play designed to mislead. Her instincts,
honed by years of deciphering digital breadcrumbs, prickled. This wasn’t just a break-
in. It was a message.

“Has anyone touched anything?” she asked, her gaze narrowing on a faint shimmer on
the floor near the melted lock.

“Only the initial security sweep, before we realized the extent of the damage,” Thorne
said, exasperated. “They’re not forensics experts, Mina.”

Mina knelt, pulling a pair of specialized neural gloves from her utility belt. She
activated the micro-scanner embedded in the fingertips. The shimmer resolved into a
barely visible residue, microscopic metallic dust. It wasn't standard explosive residue,
nor was it from the thermal lance. It was something else. A faint, almost imperceptible
energy signature flickered on her glove’s display.

“This isn’t just a simple breach,” Mina murmured, more to herself than Thorne.
“There’s a residual signature here. Something… specific.”

Thorne grunted. “Specific how? Just find us the perpetrators, Hart. Before MINDVAULT
becomes a punchline.”

Mina ignored him, her attention fixed on the strange energy signature. It was faint,
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almost imperceptible, but it resonated with something deep within her, a faint echo of
a memory she couldn't quite place. A flash of a sensation—cold metal, sharp
light—and then it was gone, swallowed by the familiar blankness. She pressed her lips
together. This wasn't just another case. This felt… personal. The crime scene was a
chaotic tapestry of shattered tech and panicked professionals, but within the
wreckage, Mina saw a pattern forming, one that stirred the dormant ghosts of her own
fragmented past. The Memory Heist had truly begun, and she was at its epicenter.
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