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The kitchen smelled like cardamom and burnt sugar, and the woman standing at the stove was humming something that had no name.

This is not my kitchen. This is not my memory. But for the eleven seconds it takes to process and price it, it is entirely real, and I know - the way you know things in dreams, without evidence - that the woman humming is someone's grandmother, and that she is dead, and that the person selling this memory loved her more than they have words for.

Eleven seconds. Then I'm back at my desk.

The coffee is still hot. I make a note: Domestic nostalgia, high emotional resonance, likely perishable value. I price it at four hundred dollars and move to the next file.

This is what I do. I hold other people's most important moments for just long enough to put a number on them, and then I let them go.

I am very good at it.



Memory two: a man's grief for his father, the morning after. He has been carrying it for six years and wants it gone before it calcifies into something he can no longer set down at all. I price it at eight hundred and fifty dollars, which is what grief of that vintage and weight tends to fetch, and I file it without lingering, because lingering is not the job.

Memory three: a nineteen-year-old's first kiss, sold for the money rather than the meaning. She is already forgetting it naturally - I can see it in the encoding, the soft erosion at the edges that happens when a memory hasn't been handled with enough care to stay sharp - and the sale will barely register against what she's already losing on her own. I price it at two hundred and ninety dollars and note, with no particular cruelty, that she'll stop noticing the gap within the month.

Memory four is the kind that makes the morning worth paying attention to. A woman's memory of a corporate performance review - her own - in which she said something to her supervisor so precisely, devastatingly correct that the moment has stayed with her for nine years in the particular golden way of a thing done exactly right. She has priced it at eight hundred dollars. I price it at forty, and note in the intake log: Professional vindication. High seller valuation. Professional humiliation depreciates faster than the market believes - and so, evidently, does professional triumph.

I flag it anyway. There's something in the encoding I want to look at more closely later - nothing urgent, just an itch behind the numbers that I've learned not to ignore. I move it to secondary review and open the next file.



San Francisco outside my window is deciding whether to be foggy, the way it does most October mornings, a city that takes its weather personally. NeuroCom Memory Services occupies the fourth floor of a glass building in SoMa that smells faintly of new carpet in the stairwells even four years after the renovation. The acquisition floor is open-plan - designed, someone in facilities once told me, to encourage collaboration. What it actually encourages is a comprehensive awareness of everyone else's habits, which is a different thing and, in my experience, more useful.

I am the first person here. I am always the first person here. Seven forty-two in the morning, eighteen minutes before anyone else, and this is not dedication. It is what I do instead of eating breakfast or calling my daughter.



"Have you seen my stapler?"

I don't look up. "The one you're holding?"

A pause, the particular pause of someone re-examining the evidence. "This isn't my stapler."

"It's a stapler."

"It is not my stapler." Dani Cho holds it up with the gravity of a woman whose honor is at stake. "Mine has a small dent on the left side from the time I-"

"Dani."

"Yes?"

"I have forty-three files in my queue."

She looks at the stapler in her hand as if it might offer a defense. "Right. Right, yes. I'll - yes."

She leaves.

I move to the next file. Eleven minutes later she returns carrying the original - dent and all - with the expression of a woman who has won a small but absolutely necessary war. She sets it on her desk across the room. I have already moved on. This is, in four exchanges, the entire architecture of our relationship.



During a processing pause, queue loading, system breathing for the four seconds it needs between files, I check my personal phone.

The voicemail notification from Sela has been sitting there for six days. Sela (mobile). 4:37.

I look at it. I put the phone back face-down on the desk.

I don't examine why. I have gotten very good, over twenty years, at not examining why.



The team meeting is at nine, in the conference room that Conrad Hale calls "setting the week's intention," which functions mainly as an opportunity to take stock of who is where on their acquisition targets. He arrives the way he always arrives - with the ease of a man who has never had to wait for a room to notice him.

He is sixty-two, silver-haired, six foot one and conscious of it, the kind of man corporate profiles describe as distinguished. He has a square jaw going slightly soft at the chin and the tan of someone who sails recreationally and wants you to know it. He carries a coffee from the artisan place three blocks over rather than the break room, a detail I clocked in my third week here and have been quietly cataloguing ever since.

"Good morning," he says, taking the head of the table the way he'd take the head of any table in any room on earth. "Let's talk about where we are."

He runs through the quarterly numbers with the brisk efficiency of someone who prepared but doesn't want to look like he prepared. The division is on track. He uses the word integrity - once, in the context of data processing, and he means it sincerely, the way a man means a word he has said so many times it has become load-bearing. I admire him. I have admired him for nine years. It is the kind of admiration that, if anyone wrote the novel of my career, would warrant a flag.

Petra catches my eye across the table during the part where Hale praises the high-distress segment's performance, and mouths something that might be thirty slides or might be lord help us. I suppress a smile. Petra Vance is forty-five, copper-skinned, with the kind of bone structure she has spent years deliberately softening with forgettable office clothes, as if being noticed were a debt she'd rather not incur. We've performed this silent commentary since a compliance update in 2031 that ran three hours and thirteen minutes - long enough that we stopped being colleagues who happened to sit near each other and became something closer to witnesses for the defense.

The meeting ends. People gather laptops and coffee cups. Petra pauses at my shoulder on her way out.

"Good week last week," she says.

"On track."

"You flagged a lot from the grief segment."

"Valuations are running high across the board. Something in the news cycle, maybe." I glance up. "You're seeing it too?"

"Similar." She nods, easy, collegial. "Let me know if you want to cross-reference the cohort."

"Let me get through the morning first."

She goes. I go back to my queue.



By noon I've processed nine more files and eaten nothing, which I'm aware of in the background way I'm aware of most things about myself - present, noted, deprioritized.

This is 2034, which sounds more dramatic to say than it is to live through. The memory trade has existed in some form since the late twenties; what changed was the technology that made it reliable - the neural fingerprint encoding that traces each memory to its exact originator, the storage architecture that keeps transferred material stable across years. What made it commercial was the discovery, unsurprising in retrospect, that people will pay very well for the vivid, condensed experience of someone else's life. Grief made portable. Joy made transferable. A first kiss for two hundred and ninety dollars.

My job sits at the intake end of all this. I am, in the market's language, a broker. In my own language, I am a person who reads emotional content the way a geologist reads rock strata - density, age, the force of whatever compressed it.

I've done this for twelve years. I'm forty-eight. I have been told, by three separate supervisors across two companies, that I am exceptionally good at it.

I am also, I am beginning to understand without quite admitting it to myself, a person who has organized an entire life around not having to feel things she does not want to feel. This is not a thought I dwell on. It surfaces, occasionally, in the four-second gaps between files, and then the next file loads and it goes back under.



Petra brings soup at twelve forty-five and sets it on the corner of my desk without comment, which is how she always delivers food she's decided I haven't been eating. I thank her without looking up. She says you're welcome without slowing down.

I eat the soup. I process seven more files. I check my phone once, during a loading interval, and the voicemail is still there - six days - and I close the screen and put it face-down again.

Not tonight. I'll call tonight.

I won't call tonight. I already know this in the way you know things about your own patterns once you've watched yourself enact them enough times to stop being surprised.



By four-thirty the floor has thinned. Petra left at four for a client consultation. Two junior brokers left together at half past with the energy of people who've been watching the clock since two. Dani is still at her station - I can hear her typing, quick and slightly uneven, the rhythm of someone thinking faster than her fingers want to go.

She stops by on her way to the vending machine. "Want anything?"

"No."

"You've had water and soup today. That's not a food pyramid, that's a hunger strike with extra steps."

"I'm fine."

"I'll bring you something anyway." She does - a bottle of something orange, set on my desk with the same commentary-free delivery Petra uses for soup. They have never coordinated on this. It's simply the system they've each arrived at, separately, which makes me wonder, sometimes, whether I am easier to read than I'd like to believe.

I drink it. I process two more files. At five-twenty I begin closing down my station.



The queue reorganizes itself automatically as I prepare to log off, sequencing tomorrow's work order by priority. I watch the files settle into position - a small, satisfying piece of order in an otherwise disorderly trade.

At the top, one file loads that I did not put there.

I glance at the metadata. No origin marker. No seller ID. Fingerprint data present, formatted correctly, nothing that should trip an alert. It has the look of a clerical artifact - a file caught in a batch upload that lost its tagging somewhere between submission and arrival. I see this a few times a year. It is never, in my experience, anything.

I queue it for tomorrow morning's first processing window. I shut down my station. I put on my coat. I pick up my phone to call Sela and then put it back in my pocket without calling.

I take the stairs instead of the elevator, because the elevator requires standing still, and standing still has never been something I was good at.

The last thing I see before the screen goes dark is a file I don't recognize with a fingerprint I do.

I tell myself it's an administrative error.

I am very good at telling myself things.
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Chapter Two
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Tuesday looks exactly like Monday, which is one of the things I appreciate about it.

I arrive at seven forty-two. The coffee machine in the break room is already running - Petra sets a timer on it remotely, a habit she picked up three years ago after a morning involving instant coffee and what she described, without exaggeration, as an irreversible shift in her worldview. The acquisition floor is empty, the overhead lights coming on in sections as I walk to my station, as if the building is paying polite attention.

I open my queue. Twelve files. I clear eight of them before nine, with the same calibrated focus I bring to every morning - a retired schoolteacher's nostalgia for thirty-two Septembers of chalk dust and new pencils; a man's memory of getting a job he wanted for a decade and no longer wants to remember wanting; a woman's memory of her mother's hands, which I price carefully because hands are tricky - high emotional content, narrow market, sellers always overprice them.

I am precise about this. Precision is what I have to offer, and I have never seen a reason to apologize for it.



Dani arrives at ten past ten, blazer over a shirt with a small embroidered bee on the pocket, already on a call with her laptop balanced against her hip.

"-no, I understand the concern, but the emotional valence on that file is categorically outside standard grief range, which means it needs senior review regardless of the seller's timeline-" She catches my eye, mouths client, the expression of someone who has been on this call longer than she meant to be. I nod. She turns back to her screen. "What I can do is flag it for expedited review and get you a preliminary estimate by Thursday-"

She wraps up at ten twenty-three. I know this because I check the time without meaning to, a habit I've developed around her client calls - she's good at them, better than most people twice her tenure, and I've never told her this, because telling her would add nothing but warmth, and warmth is a resource I distribute carefully.

"Morales's client," she says, dropping into her chair. "In consultation till noon, client wanted an answer this morning."

"Did you give one?"

"I gave Thursday. Which is also an answer." She opens her notebook - spiral-bound, decorated with a cassette tape sticker that reads play me - and flips to a fresh page. "Overnight numbers, if you want them. There's a spike in relationship-dissolution memories worth flagging. Someone's buying in bulk."

"Put it in the weekly report."

"Already in the weekly report. I'm asking if you want to talk about it."

This is a thing Dani does - frames information as procedural, then reveals it was relational all along. At ten twenty-three on a Tuesday, I find this technique exactly half useful and half exhausting.

"Who's buying?"

"Shell company. Meridian Emotional Assets. Third bulk purchase this quarter, always the same
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