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Introduction

In the city, neon lights flicker against steel and glass, rippling across rain-soaked
streets. Drone taxis hum past ancient brick cafés and glistening tech towers, their
flight paths weaving through air heavy with memory—both figurative and, in the era of
rapid innovation, all too literal. In this near future, the past is not simply a matter of
recollection; it is a commodity. It can be bought, stolen, erased, and—if you can afford
it—relived like a perfectly projected dream.

| never intended to become a collector of other people's regrets. But memories pay
better than truth. Some nights, the city speaks to me in half-remembered echoes, and
| wonder how much of what | recall is genuinely mine. For the right price—anonymity
promised, discretion required—you can upload the best day of your life, or flush your
demons down a data drain. It's the privilege of the desperate or the spoiled, and it’s
transforming lives in ways no one anticipated.

Everyone thinks they know what makes them who they are. But in my line of work, I've
seen identities rebuilt from scratch, loyalty extracted and sold, pain discarded and joy
repackaged for another's use. I've seen what happens when the boundaries of
memory blur—when a stolen recollection can topple an executive or redeem a broken
soul. There’s a price for every edit, though, and someone always ends up paying it.

My story begins on an ordinary morning, as the horizon glows with sun-bleached smog
and yesterday’s headlines scroll along the windows of the transit line. Claire Donovan,
one-time award-winner, now reduced to chasing dead leads in a city addicted to
reinvention. One cryptic tip—the kind that smells like trouble—lands in my inbox,
promising an answer to more than a professional drought. My own memories aren’t
what they used to be, but they’re still intact enough to remind me: sometimes the
story finds you, whether you’re ready or not.

When | crossed paths with Elijah Park, | learned just how dangerous memory could
be—how the pursuit of truth can spiral into obsession, and how the lines between right
and wrong can vanish in the swirl of unethical technology and human ambition.
Together, we would chase secrets buried deeper than forgotten trauma, trading in the
currency of lives unlived and moments unclaimed.

To own your past is a privilege. To sell it is a gamble. In a world where memory is

marketable, the true cost might be forgetting who you are altogether. This is the story
of what we lost, what we found, and what we risked to learn the difference.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows on the Skyline

The persistent, high-pitched whine of the mag-lev train was a familiar soundtrack to
Claire Donovan’s life, a constant reminder of the city’s ceaseless churn. It vibrated
through the cracked window of her cramped apartment, rattling the half-empty mug of
lukewarm synth-coffee on her desk. Outside, the cityscape of Neo-London was a
monochrome blur under a perpetual drizzle, the towering chrome edifices of corporate
headquarters punching through a sky the color of old cement. Below, ancient red-brick
buildings, remnants of a bygone era, huddled together like stubborn, weathered
grandmothers.

Claire stared at her monitor, the cursor blinking accusingly at an empty document. Her
current assignment—a puff piece on the ethical implications of bio-printed food,
commissioned by a struggling online journal—felt less like journalism and more like a
cruel joke. Her fingers hovered over the datapad, but the words wouldn't come. The
truth was, she hadn't written anything substantial in months, not since... well, since
the last time a story had bitten her back.

A notification chimed, pulling her attention. Not another automated rejection, she
hoped. It was an anonymous message, encrypted and routed through a dozen
untraceable proxies. The subject line was stark: “Re: The Delphi Project.” Claire
frowned. She’d never heard of it, but the name resonated with the kind of shadowy,
mythic undertones that usually spelled trouble. Or, if she was lucky, a breakthrough.

The message itself was brief, almost cryptic. “They’re stealing memories, Claire. Not
just buying them. Stealing. Powerful people. They're getting wiped clean. Check the
Redding case. You know where to look.” No sender ID, no timestamp. Just that
tantalizing breadcrumb.

Claire’s journalistic instincts, long dormant under layers of cynicism and self-doubt,
twitched. Stealing memories? It sounded like something ripped from a discarded
speculative fiction script. The memory market was well-established, an open secret,
but it operated on the principle of consent—or at least, plausible deniability. People
chose to sell their pasts, or buy someone else’s experiences. Forced erasure was a
different beast entirely.

She pulled up the newsfeeds, filtering for "Redding case." The name wasn’t ringing
any immediate bells. Then it popped up: Senator Thomas Redding, a rising star in the
Progressive Coalition, found wandering disoriented in a high-end shopping district
three days ago. Initial reports cited a "stress-induced fugue state." The official
narrative suggested exhaustion and a recent string of political defeats. But the
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anonymous tip suddenly cast a chilling shadow over the bland headlines.

Claire scrolled through the details. Redding, known for his sharp wit and photographic
memory, had been unable to recall his own address, the names of his children, or even
recent legislative debates he’d championed. Doctors had dismissed it as a temporary
neurological glitch, a symptom of the intense pressure of public life. But for Claire, the
pieces began to click with an unsettling precision. Memory theft. It was too wild, too
dangerous, not to be true.

Her own past, a fractured kaleidoscope of half-remembered moments and unsettling
blanks, stirred uncomfortably. She pushed it down. This wasn’t about her. This was
about a story, a real story, one that could pull her out of the journalistic purgatory
she’'d been stuck in. A story that smelled of deep corruption and human exploitation.

The message’s implicit trust, the casual “You know where to look,” suggested the
sender believed she still had connections. She did, but they were frayed, worn thin by
years of chasing ghosts and burning bridges. The most immediate place to “look” for
details on Redding’s case, outside of public records, would be the medical facilities
that handled high-profile patients. And for memory-related incidents, that meant the
Memory Restoration Clinic, or MRC.

The MRC was notorious. It was the premier institution for memory reconstruction and
augmentation, where the wealthy went to enhance their cognitive functions or, more
often, to selectively prune their pasts. It was also, rumor had it, a discreet hub for
brokers in the more clandestine corners of the memory market. Claire had tried to get
inside once before, years ago, for a piece on reconstructive trauma therapy. She’d
been politely but firmly turned away. This time, she wouldn’t be so easily deterred.

She pulled on a threadbare rain slicker, the fabric stiff with age, and grabbed her
datapad. Her old editor, a grizzled veteran named Miller, always said, “The best way to
find a story is to follow the money, Claire. Or in this city, follow the memory.” Redding
had money. He had influence. And now, he had a mysteriously vanished past.

The journey across the city on the mag-lev felt different now, imbued with a fresh
urgency. She saw the faces of the commuters, lost in their own neural-nets or staring
blankly into the middle distance, and wondered how many of them had a past they
were trying to forget, or a future they were trying to buy. The MRC building, a
monolithic structure of reflective glass and polished steel, rose sharply against the
gloomy skyline, an imposing monument to a future where the mind itself was a
malleable resource.

As she stepped out onto the slick pavement, the cold drizzle stinging her face, Claire

felt a familiar buzz, an electric current of anticipation. It wasn't just the thrill of the
chase; it was the quiet hope that this story, this dangerous, impossible story, might
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finally lead her to answers about more than just Senator Redding. It might lead her to
answers about herself. The anonymous message had been a spark, but the shadows
on the skyline, those towering monuments to memory manipulation, promised a
firestorm. And Claire was about to step right into the flames.
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