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PART I: THE TRADE


Chapter 1: The Auction of Yesterday
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The Orpheum Grand Auction House was where souls went to be appraised. It was a cathedral of chrome and hushed reverence, carved into the thirtieth level of the sub-metropolis. Polished floors reflected the soft, shifting light of a hundred suspended containment orbs, each one holding a captured moment of human experience, a glittering jewel of a life lived by someone else. The air was chilled and still, smelling of ozone and the faint, sweet perfume worn by the city’s elite. Here, history was not written by the victors; it was purchased by the highest bidder.

And in this gilded abattoir, I was the most sought-after butcher. They called me the Broker.

My official function tonight was authentication. My client, a gaunt off-worlder named Voss, had his eye on the centerpiece of the evening’s collection: Lot 73, “The Fall of the Atlas Bridge,” a pristine, combat-grade memory from the Martian Corporate Wars. He was paying me a small fortune not to bid, but to simply stand beside him and give a single, almost imperceptible nod when the memory was displayed, confirming its purity. In a market flooded with sophisticated forgeries and emotionally blunted synthetics, the guarantee of authenticity was a currency all its own.

“Notice the sensory bleed,” a woman’s voice, smooth as chilled vodka, murmured beside me. I didn’t have to look to know it was Silvana, a rival curator who worked exclusively for the Authority. Where I dealt in discretion and the grey areas of the market, she was a purveyor of the state-sanctioned narrative. “The olfactory data is slightly muted. A common flaw in even the best synthetics. Your client would be wise to pass.”

I kept my eyes on the shimmering orb. Inside, a soldier’s perspective: the percussive thump-thump-thump of heavy ordnance, the acrid taste of cordite, the breathtaking, terrifying panorama of the great bridge collapsing into the red dust of the Valles Marineris. “The donor had a sinus infection,” I replied without turning. “It’s noted in the provenance files. The muted scent of ozone is the surest sign of its authenticity, not a flaw. A forger’s arrogance is always in the perfection they create.”

Silvana let out a soft, appreciative hiss. The auctioneer, a man with a voice like polished chrome, began the bidding. Voss glanced at me, his face a mask of anxious greed. I watched the memory play, my mind sifting through a thousand data points at once—the adrenaline-to-cortisol ratio, the clarity of the auditory feed, the subtle, involuntary muscle tremors of the original donor. It was clean. It was real.

I gave the nod.

Voss’s hand shot up. The price climbed, a dizzying ascent of figures that could have purchased a small moon. He won, his face flushed with the thrill of possessing a piece of someone else’s heroism. He transferred my fee with a grateful smile, oblivious to the fact that he’d just spent his family’s fortune on twenty-seven seconds of terror that was not his own.

As the night’s transactions concluded, I slipped away from the clinking glasses and self-congratulatory murmurs. The glamour of the Orpheum was a thin veneer over a predatory ecosystem. The rich bought courage and triumph, while the poor were forced to sell their joy and their grief to survive. I navigated both sides of that chasm, and the emptiness of it was a constant, gnawing companion.

Back in my stall in the sprawling, chaotic Memory Exchange two dozen levels below, the sterile opulence of the auction house felt like a distant dream. Here, the air was thick with the sweat and desperation of the real trade. I sealed the stall for the night, the metal grate sliding down with a sigh of finality.

In the sudden quiet, the hollowness inside me felt vast and echoing. I retreated to the small living space behind my shop and activated my personal rig. With trembling fingers, I loaded the only shard that was never for sale. The only one that was mine.

The console hummed to life. Sunlight, warm and golden. The scent of baking bread. A woman with kind, weary eyes, humming a tune I could no longer name.

“There you are, my little ghost,” she said, her voice a perfect, crystalline memory. “Come and help me with this.”

It was fifteen seconds long. As the hologram flickered and died, leaving me alone in the sterile darkness, I felt the familiar, gnawing wound deep inside. The Broker who sold the world its past had almost none of his own.
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Chapter 2: Echoes for Sale
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The next morning, the Exchange was a cacophony of need. My first client of the day wasn't a buyer, but a seller. He was a musician, his face etched with a quiet, artistic sorrow, his hands—long, elegant, and now trembling—clutching a worn data-puck.

“I have to sell it,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “My daughter... a genetic condition. The therapy is... extensive.”

It was always a daughter, a son, a sick wife. The reasons were heartbreakingly universal. The sacrifices, uniquely tragic.

“What is it?” I asked, my voice taking on the detached, clinical tone of my trade.

“Opus 7,” he said, his gaze distant. “The memory of the moment I composed it. All of it. The first chord, the melody arriving like a ghost in the room... the feeling of... creation.” He looked at me, his eyes pleading. “It is the best part of me.”

I took the puck and slotted it into my diagnostic panel. The process of appraisal was an art form. I didn't just look at the memory; I dissected it. On my console, the experience unfolded not as a scene, but as a complex tapestry of data.

“Sensory clarity is high,” I murmured, observing the flow. “Auditory feed is pristine. I can almost hear the dust motes falling on the piano keys.” I navigated to the emotional metrics. “Ah, there’s the core of it. A perfect, unadulterated spike of euphoric inspiration. Purity: 99.7%. It’s a prime asset.”

To the musician, it was the soul of his artistry. To me, it was a data-set with a high market value. The tragedy of our world in a single transaction.

“The extraction will be total,” I warned him, my voice softening slightly against my will. “The memory of the composition will be gone. You will still know the music, of course. You can play it. But you will not remember how you brought it into the world. There will just be a blank space, a beautiful song you have no memory of writing.”

He closed his eyes, a single tear tracing a path down his cheek. “I understand.”

He sat in the Extraction Rig, a sleek, menacing chair of polished chrome and dark leather. I attached the synaptic cradle to his temples, the neuro-weavers humming to life. It was a delicate, invasive process. The weavers would identify the specific neural pathways where the memory was encoded, isolate them, and carefully lift the experience, copying it byte by byte, sensation by sensation. It was, in essence, a form of psychic surgery. Quantifying the soul.

I initiated the transfer. On my screen, I saw the memory unfurl, a beautiful, golden thread being pulled from the complex tapestry of his mind. I saw the quiet room, the dusty piano, the interplay of light and shadow. I felt the phantom thrill of his fingers finding the right chords, the shiver of discovery, the wave of creative bliss. For a moment, I was him. I felt his genius.

Then, the thread was severed. The memory was siphoned into a sterile containment vial, its golden light pulsing softly.

The musician slumped in the chair, a dazed, hollow look in his eyes. He blinked, looking around my stall as if seeing it for the first time. “Did it work?” he asked, his voice distant.

“The transfer is complete,” I said, transferring the credits to his account. It was a fortune. Enough to save his daughter.

He stood up, his movements unsteady. He looked at his own hands, the hands of a stranger who had once created something beautiful. He nodded once, a gesture of profound, unspoken grief, and then walked out into the market’s chaos, a little less of himself than he had been an hour before.

I held the vial, the warmth of his inspiration still radiating from it. This memory would fetch a high price from some uninspired corporate artist or a jaded executive looking to feel a spark of creation. I cataloged it, filed it away. It was just another echo for sale. A beautiful, tragic, profitable echo.
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Chapter 3: Clients with Empty Eyes
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Two days later, the client I had been waiting for arrived. He did not come during the market’s chaotic peak. He came in the quiet hours of the late-afternoon lull, a time when the desperate had spent their last credits and the wealthy had not yet descended from their spire-top offices.

He bypassed the usual protocols. No appointment. No public comms request. Just an encrypted, anonymous message that appeared on my private console: I require your services. I am outside.

I looked up from my desk. He was standing in the shadows just beyond the perimeter of my stall, a tall, slender man in a simple, impeccably tailored grey suit. He was unremarkable in every way, except for his eyes. They were the color of polished obsidian, and they were utterly, terrifyingly empty. It was the kind of emptiness that wasn't a void, but a presence. The emptiness of a black hole, drawing all light and warmth into it.

“You are the Broker,” he stated, his voice a low, toneless whisper that still managed to cut through the market’s din. It wasn’t a question.

“I am,” I said, gesturing to the chair opposite me. “You have a request?”

He sat, his movements economical and precise. He placed a heavy, matte-black data-puck on my desk. It was military-grade, designed to withstand an electromagnetic pulse. “I do not wish to buy a memory,” he said, his empty eyes fixed on mine. “And I do not wish to sell one. I wish to erase one.”

I felt a cold knot tighten in my stomach. Erasing memories was a standard, if grim, part of the trade. Lovers wanting to forget a painful breakup, soldiers wanting to excise the horrors of war. But this man’s request felt different. It was weighted with a gravity that was almost a physical force.

“The process is straightforward,” I began, falling back on my professional script. “But it is permanent. The neural pathways are cauterized. There is no recovery.”

“I am not concerned with the subject’s recovery,” he said, his voice unchanging. “I am concerned with the thoroughness of the erasure. The memory must be removed not only from the subject’s mind, but from every server, every registry, every backup file in this city. It must be a complete historical redaction. It must cease to have ever existed.”

This was not a standard procedure. This was a conspiracy. This was the kind of work that got brokers like me retired to a corporate re-education facility, my own memories wiped and replaced with a placid appreciation for civic duty.

“My services are discreet,” I said, my voice carefully neutral. “But they do not extend to rewriting the official historical record. That is the work of the Authority.”

“The Authority is... insufficient for this task,” he replied, a faint, almost imperceptible hint of contempt in his tone. “This requires a craftsman. An artist. Someone who knows the city’s hidden data-streams as well as its public ones.”

He was flattering me, but it was the cold, calculated flattery of a man testing a tool.

“Who is the subject?” I asked.

“The name is irrelevant,” he said. He pushed the data-puck across the desk. “This is the down payment. Five hundred thousand credits. The rest, an equal amount, will be transferred upon confirmation of the erasure.”

The sum was staggering. It was more than I made in a standard year. Enough to disappear, to buy a new identity on an off-world colony and leave this life of trading in ghosts behind forever.

“And the memory to be erased?” I asked, my professional curiosity overriding my instinct for self-preservation. “What is the nature of the... inconvenient truth?”

The man, who I now thought of as Mr. Corbin, leaned forward slightly. “It is not a truth. It is a name. The name is Kaelen.”

I ran a quick, silent search on my private console. The name Kaelen returned almost nothing. A few minor civic infractions from decades ago. A handful of low-level corporate work permits. The man was a ghost, his digital footprint all but nonexistent. He had already been scrubbed. This was not a simple erasure. This was a purge of the last remaining echoes.

“I will need time to consider your proposal,” I said. It was the sensible, safe response.

“Of course,” Mr. Corbin said, standing. “The puck contains the first payment, and a single, encrypted file. The file contains the target’s location. You have twenty-four hours to accept the terms. After that, the offer, and the payment, will self-delete.”

He turned and walked away, disappearing into the market’s throng as silently as he had arrived.

I stared at the black data-puck. Every instinct screamed at me to wipe it, to forget this encounter ever happened. But the Broker in me, the part that was addicted to the allure of a secret, was already hooked.

Why was a single, forgotten name worth a million credits?

Against my better judgment, I slotted the puck into my console. The credits transferred. And a single, heavily encrypted file appeared on my screen. I didn't have to open it. I knew I was going to take the job. The mystery was too valuable to resist.
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Chapter 4: Shadows in the Vault


[image: ]


The name Kaelen was a splinter in my mind. For the next twenty-four hours, I tried to convince myself to walk away. I ran diagnostics on the encrypted file Mr. Corbin had left, confirming its authenticity and its terrifyingly sophisticated, military-grade encryption. I even attempted to trace the origin of the credit transfer, but the digital trail was a ghost, a series of dead-end proxies and wiped servers that led nowhere. Whoever Mr. Corbin was, he operated in the deepest shadows of the digital world.

My professional survival had been predicated on a simple rule: never take a job where you don’t know who you’re working for. But a million credits were a persuasive argument. It was the key to a door I had long considered permanently locked: the door that led out of this life.

On the twenty-third hour, my decision was made. I decrypted the file.

It contained no names, no explanations. Just a single, looping piece of security footage and a set of coordinates. The footage showed a man, presumably the target, walking down a service corridor. He was of average height and build, his face obscured by the poor lighting and the low resolution of the camera. The only distinguishing feature was a faint, jagged scar that ran from his temple to his cheek. The coordinates pointed to Sub-Archive 7, a deep-storage facility in the city’s old foundations.

My blood ran cold. Sub-Archive 7 was a place of myth and rumor in the Exchange. It wasn’t a standard corporate archive. It was the Vault. The place where the Corporation supposedly stored its most dangerous and volatile data. Not corrupted files or glitched memories, but ideas. The memories of things that had been deliberately erased from the collective consciousness. It was the Corporation's memory hole, its oubliette for inconvenient history.

No broker had ever seen the inside of it. To be sent there was not a job; it was a death sentence.

But my curiosity was now a raging fire. Mr. Corbin wasn’t just asking me to erase a man’s memory. He was asking me to break into the most secure data-haven on the planet to do it. The target wasn’t just a person; he was an archivist, a security guard, a prisoner. The possibilities were as terrifying as they were irresistible.

Getting into the Vault was impossible through official channels. But I wasn't an official. I was the Broker. I knew the city's secret pathways.

I called in a marker from a paranoid data-smuggler named Jax—the very same Sergeant Jax whose memory of courage I sold to frightened soldiers. Before he had become a hero in the Martian wars, he had been a systems engineer for the city’s infrastructure grid. He owed me. I had erased the memory of a disastrous mistake he’d made, a mistake that would have seen him imprisoned for life.

“The Vault?” he’d hissed over our encrypted comms channel, his voice tight with fear. “You’re insane, Broker. That place isn’t on the grid. It’s a ghost. It runs on a closed system, powered by its own geothermal vents. You can’t hack it from the outside.”

“I’m not trying to hack it,” I said. “I’m trying to walk into it. I need the old schematics. The maintenance tunnels, the sanitation conduits. The forgotten ways in.”

He was silent for a long time. I could hear the faint hum of his personal rig, the sound of a man weighing his debt against his fear. Finally, he sent me a file. It was an ancient, pre-Corporate schematic of the city’s foundations. “This is all I have,” he said. “It’s a map of a city that doesn’t exist anymore. But the bones are still there. If there’s a way in, it’ll be in the bones.” He cut the connection before I could thank him.

Jax’s map, cross-referenced with my own knowledge of the city’s underbelly, revealed a single, improbable path. A derelict pneumatic post system, abandoned for over a century, had a primary conduit that ran within meters of the Vault’s outer shell. It was a long shot, a ghost of a chance.

The journey down was a descent into history. I moved through layers of the sub-metropolis, each one a different era of the city’s past. The polished chrome and holographic advertisements of my own level gave way to the brutalist concrete and flickering neon of the previous generation, which in turn gave way to the rust-red steel and gas-lit tunnels of the city’s origin. The air grew cold and smelled of ozone and ancient dust.

I found the entrance to the pneumatic system behind a rusted maintenance hatch. The air that hissed out was stale, smelling of old paper and pressurized air, a scent from a bygone era. I squeezed inside, my light-rod cutting a sharp, lonely beam through the oppressive darkness.

The conduit was a perfect, silent tube, just wide enough for a man to crawl through. It was a journey into absolute blackness and silence, broken only by the sound of my own breathing and the scraping of my clothes against the metal. After an hour of crawling, I reached the coordinates Jax’s map had indicated.

There was nothing there. Just the cold, curved wall of the tube. I ran my hand along the surface, feeling for any seam, any irregularity. Nothing. My heart sank. It was a dead end.

But then, my fingers brushed against it. Not a seam, but a faint, almost imperceptible vibration in the metal. A low-frequency hum that was felt more than heard. I pressed my ear to the wall. It was the sound of a massive, self-contained power source. The sound of a closed system.

The Vault was on the other side.

I activated a high-frequency sonic resonator, a tool of my trade used for opening sealed data-cores. I pressed
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