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Chapter 1: The Weight of Years
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The city exhaled a miasma that clung to the lungs, a foul brew of coal smoke, unwashed bodies, and the metallic tang of desperation. It was a scent Mercy Gallow knew intimately, the perfume of her trade, the grim liturgy of her existence in the District of Usury. Her territory was a warren of alleys where sunlight was a myth and shadows clung like a second skin. Here, under the oppressive gaze of brutalist Victorian monoliths that scraped a perpetually bruised sky, the real currency of the city was extracted, not from vaults of gold, but from the very souls of its inhabitants.

Mercy moved with a practiced economy of motion, her lean frame a shadow among shadows. Each step was calculated, her senses finely tuned to the symphony of the undercity: the distant clang of a hammer on metal, the hushed murmur of a clandestine deal, the scuttling of rats that were as much a part of the architecture as the grimy brickwork. Her eyes, sharp and assessing, flickered constantly, scanning the gloom for the tell-tale glint of polished chrome that signaled a Repo Man’s badge, or the predatory stillness of loan sharks lying in wait. This was no place for the unwary, and Mercy had long since shed any illusions of innocence. Her world was one of tangible despair, the residue of shattered lives, and she was its meticulous collector.
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Her current appointment was with a man named Silas, a weaver whose nimble fingers now trembled with an unshakeable tremor. He’d fallen behind on his payments to the Usurers Guild, a debt that had ballooned faster than a plague bloom in the city’s fetid canals. Now, Silas was offering what little remained of his vitality, a portion of his years, as collateral. Mercy’s practice was a grim, yet essential, service in this economy of perpetual indebtedness. She was a siphoner, not of coin, but of something far more precious, far more damning.
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They met in the damp alcove of a derelict warehouse, the air thick with the smell of brine and decay. Silas, a man whose face was etched with a thousand worries, looked like a ghost already haunting his own grave. His eyes, sunken and rheumy, held a desperate plea, a final, pathetic flicker of hope that Mercy, in her own pragmatic way, could alleviate his burden, even if only temporarily.
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“You’re late, Silas,” Mercy’s voice was a low rasp, devoid of warmth, honed by years of negotiation in the city’s underbelly. It wasn't a reprimand, but a statement of fact, a subtle reminder of the dwindling time and the mounting cost of his transgression.
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Silas flinched, his breath catching in his throat. “The... the Guild’s men. They were watching my flat. I had to... detour.” He gestured vaguely with a gaunt hand, his fingers stained with the dyes of his trade.
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Mercy nodded, her gaze sweeping the immediate vicinity, ensuring they were unobserved. The Repo Men, the Bank of Penance’s enforcers, were a constant, chilling presence. Their gleaming chrome and cold efficiency were a stark contrast to the grimy desperation that permeated the District. To be caught in the act of debt siphoning was to invite their brutal attention, a fate worse than any monetary penalty.
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“Show me,” she commanded, her tone leaving no room for argument.
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Silas fumbled with a crude leather pouch tied around his neck. From it, he carefully withdrew a small, opaque vial. It was stoppered with a shard of bone, etched with a symbol that vaguely resembled a withered root. Mercy recognized the craftsmanship; it was the work of a seasoned Guild artisan, someone who understood the gravity of what was being bartered.
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With practiced precision, Mercy produced a slender, obsidian rod from her satchel. Its tip was cool and smooth, designed to interface with the specialized vials used to collect the extracted essence. Silas unscrewed the bone stopper, revealing the vial’s contents. It wasn’t a shimmering liquid or a glowing vapor, but something far more visceral, far more disturbing.
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Within the glass, a viscous, black tar swirled lazily. It was thick, almost viscous, with an unnatural luminescence that seemed to absorb the meager light of the alley. It pulsed with a faint, internal heat, a captured ember of a life force being extinguished. This was the residue of years, the tangible manifestation of stolen vitality, the detritus of a soul chipped away by insatiable usury. It was the weight of years, rendered into a substance that could be traded, consumed, or hoarded.
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Mercy held the vial up to the dim light, her expression unreadable. She saw in its depths the phantom images of Silas’s life: the laughter of children he’d likely never see grow old, the quiet satisfaction of a well-crafted tapestry, the warmth of a stolen moment of peace. These were the abstract concepts that had been condensed, distilled, and ultimately debased into this inert, yet potent, substance.
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“This is all you have?” Mercy’s question was not one of greed, but of assessment. She needed to gauge the quantity and quality of the extraction, to ensure it met the agreed-upon terms. The Bank of Penance, and the myriad guilds and loan sharks that operated under its shadow, demanded a constant influx of this raw material. It fueled their arcane machinery, powered their opulent towers, and perpetuated the cycle of debt that kept the District of Usury alive.
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Silas nodded, his shoulders slumping with defeat. “It’s... it’s what’s left. I can’t give more. Not without... without ceasing to be.” His voice cracked, a whisper lost in the oppressive din of the city.
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Mercy’s gaze lingered on the black tar, a familiar cocktail of pity and cynicism churning within her. She had seen this before, countless times. The hollowed eyes of those who had traded their future for a week’s sustenance, their shadows stretched thin like worn-out currency. Their lives were a slow erosion, a gradual divestment of everything that made them human, all to appease the insatiable maw of debt.
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She carefully took the vial from Silas, her gloved fingers ensuring no direct contact. The obsidian rod was already in her other hand. With a practiced movement, she inserted the rod’s tip into the vial’s opening. A faint hum, almost imperceptible, emanated from the rod as it made contact with the tar. The dark substance began to flow, not drawn by suction, but by an almost magnetic pull, up the rod and into a specially designed reservoir within the obsidian handle.

––––––––
[image: ]

The process was unnervingly silent, the only evidence of the transaction the gradual depletion of the black tar within the vial. Mercy watched, her mind a detached observer. She felt no thrill of power, no surge of satisfaction. For her, this was merely a job, a grim necessity in a world that had long ago lost its moral compass. She dealt in the tangible remnants of human despair, the physical currency of broken promises and forfeited futures. It was a cynical existence, one that had stripped her of any lingering sentimentality, leaving behind a hardened pragmatism that bordered on callousness.
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As the tar flowed, Silas’s breathing grew shallower, his frame seeming to shrink. A faint pallor spread across his skin, and the tremors in his hands intensified. It was the subtle, yet undeniable, toll of the extraction. He was paying the price, offering up the years that were his to live, his to experience, his to cherish.
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When the vial was nearly empty, with only a few sluggish droplets clinging to its sides, Mercy withdrew the rod. The reservoir within the handle pulsed with a faint, internal warmth. The black tar, now contained within her tools, felt... heavy. Not physically, but with a psychic weight, a condensation of sorrow and regret that she had learned to compartmentalize, to ignore.
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She re-stoppered Silas’s vial with a fresh bone shard, this one unadorned, a mark of completion. "This settles your debt with the Guild for now," she stated, her voice flat. "But remember, Silas, the Bank of Penance never forgets. And they always collect."
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Silas clutched the vial, his gaze fixed on it as if it held the last vestiges of his life. He nodded mutely, his eyes wide with a fear that transcended mere financial worry. It was the primal fear of existence itself being stripped away, piece by agonizing piece.
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"Go," Mercy urged, her sharp eyes scanning the alleyway once more. "And be more careful. The Repo Men are always watching."
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Silas scrambled to his feet, his movements still clumsy, but fueled by a desperate urgency. He gave Mercy a brief, almost reverent nod, then melted back into the labyrinthine alleys, a specter swallowed by the oppressive cityscape.
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Mercy watched him go, a flicker of something akin to weariness settling over her features. Another transaction, another soul chipped away. She turned, the obsidian rod heavy in her hand, its reservoir now holding the dark essence of Silas’s stolen years. The air still tasted of smog and desperation, the metallic tang a constant reminder of the city’s insatiable hunger. Her cynicism was not a chosen path, but a hardened shield, forged in the crucible of her profession. In the District of Usury, sentiment was a luxury one could not afford, and hope was a currency that had long since been devalued. She adjusted the worn leather satchel on her shoulder, the weight of the siphoned tar a familiar burden, and continued her patrol through the shadowed arteries of the city, ever vigilant, ever cynical, a creature of the night in a world that thrived on perpetual twilight. Her movements were practiced, her eyes sharp, always scanning, for in the shadowed alleys of the District of Usury, danger lurked in every corner, and survival was a daily, desperate trade. The oppressive architecture loomed around her, a constant, grim reminder of the power that held this city in its unyielding grip, a grip she navigated with a weary, but unyielding, expertise.

The city exhaled a miasma that clung to the lungs, a foul brew of coal smoke, unwashed bodies, and the metallic tang of desperation. It was a scent Mercy Gallow knew intimately, the perfume of her trade, the grim liturgy of her existence in the District of Usury. Her territory was a warren of alleys where sunlight was a myth and shadows clung like a second skin. Here, under the oppressive gaze of brutalist Victorian monoliths that scraped a perpetually bruised sky, the real currency of the city was extracted, not from vaults of gold, but from the very souls of its inhabitants.
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As the tar flowed, Silas’s breathing grew shallower, his frame seeming to shrink. A faint pallor spread across his skin, and the tremors in his hands intensified. It was the subtle, yet undeniable, toll of the extraction. He was paying the price, offering up the years that were his to live, his to experience, his to cherish.
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When the vial was nearly empty, with only a few sluggish droplets clinging to its sides, Mercy withdrew the rod. The reservoir within the handle pulsed with a faint, internal warmth. The black tar, now contained within her tools, felt... heavy. Not physically, but with a psychic weight, a condensation of sorrow and regret that she had learned to compartmentalize, to ignore.
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She re-stoppered Silas’s vial with a fresh bone shard, this one unadorned, a mark of completion. "This settles your debt with the Guild for now," she stated, her voice flat. "But remember, Silas, the Bank of Penance never forgets. And they always collect."
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Silas clutched the vial, his gaze fixed on it as if it held the last vestiges of his life. He nodded mutely, his eyes wide with a fear that transcended mere financial worry. It was the primal fear of existence itself being stripped away, piece by agonizing piece.
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"Go," Mercy urged, her sharp eyes scanning the alleyway once more. "And be more careful. The Repo Men are always watching."
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Silas scrambled to his feet, his movements still clumsy, but fueled by a desperate urgency. He gave Mercy a brief, almost reverent nod, then melted back into the labyrinthine alleys, a specter swallowed by the oppressive cityscape. Mercy watched him go, a flicker of something akin to weariness settling over her features. Another transaction, another soul chipped away. She turned, the obsidian rod heavy in her hand, its reservoir now holding the dark essence of Silas’s stolen years. The air still tasted of smog and desperation, the metallic tang a constant reminder of the city’s insatiable hunger. Her cynicism was not a chosen path, but a hardened shield, forged in the crucible of her profession. In the District of Usury, sentiment was a luxury one could not afford, and hope was a currency that had long since been devalued. She adjusted the worn leather satchel on her shoulder, the weight of the siphoned tar a familiar burden, and continued her patrol through the shadowed arteries of the city, ever vigilant, ever cynical, a creature of the night in a world that thrived on perpetual twilight. Her movements were practiced, her eyes sharp, always scanning, for in the shadowed alleys of the District of Usury, danger lurked in every corner, and survival was a daily, desperate trade. The oppressive architecture loomed around her, a constant, grim reminder of the power that held this city in its unyielding grip, a grip she navigated with a weary, but unyielding, expertise.
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The economic system of the District of Usury was a cruel, ingenious edifice built upon the foundation of inevitable failure. It wasn't just about the accumulation of wealth; it was about the systematic extraction of 
existence itself. The Bank of Penance, the monolithic entity that cast its shadow over every transaction, understood that human life, with its finite years and its rich tapestry of memories, was the ultimate commodity. Years, when distilled and refined, became a potent, albeit dark, energy source. Cherished memories, when properly processed, could be transformed into potent aphrodisiacs or potent sedatives, catering to the jaded palates of the elite who resided in the city's upper echelons, far from the smog-choked realities of the lower districts.

This conversion wasn't a simple exchange; it was an erosion. A year of vibrant life, filled with laughter, love, and hard-won achievements, could be bartered for a meager sum, enough to stave off immediate starvation or prevent the repossession of a meagre dwelling. The more significant the memory, the more potent the emotional charge, the higher its perceived value in the black market of memory. A child's first steps, a wedding vow whispered under a hopeful sky, the quiet solace of a beloved's dying breath – these were the gems unearthed from the quarry of human experience, traded for a few more days of breath, a few more agonizing hours of conscious existence.
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The process was both arcane and disturbingly mechanical. At the heart of the Bank of Penance lay vast, humming distillation chambers, where the essence of stolen years was slowly extracted. The raw material, the black tar like Silas’s, was fed into these machines, subjected to intense psychic pressure and alchemical refinement. The resulting product was then packaged in various forms. For immediate energy boosts, it might be a potent, dark elixir, a mere sip promising hours of heightened vitality, but at the cost of noticeable cognitive fog and a physical depletion that left the user weaker than before. For more discerning clientele, the extracted memories were separated, meticulously categorized, and then presented as shimmering, opalescent vials, each containing a fragment of someone else's joy, sorrow, or love. These were consumed like rare wines, offering a fleeting, vicarious experience to those who had long since exhausted their own emotional reservoirs.
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The societal stratification this system engendered was brutal and absolute. At the apex sat the eternal wealthy, those who had amassed fortunes not through industry or innovation, but by orchestrating the perpetual indebtedness of the masses. They lived in opulent spires, their lives extended by the stolen vitality of countless others, their minds saturated with borrowed experiences. Below them were the brokers, the enforcers, the Guild masters, who profited from the extraction and distribution of this macabre currency. And at the base, the vast, sprawling underclass, trapped in an ever-tightening noose of debt, their lives measured not in days or weeks, but in the dwindling number of years they had left to sell. They were the perpetual debtors, their existence a slow, agonizing surrender of self.
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Mercy, in her own way, was a cog in this monstrous machine, a necessary evil for some, a harbinger of doom for others. She navigated the liminal spaces, the grey areas where desperation and avarice collided. Her encounter with Silas was a stark illustration of this existential erosion. He was not just financially ruined; he was existentially diminished. The tremor in his hands wasn't just nerves; it was the physical manifestation of his depleted life force. His eyes, sunken and hollow, reflected the emptiness within, the void where his future had once resided.
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She saw it in the way he clutched the vial, not with the desperate grip of someone holding a last hope, but with the possessive, almost reverent hold of someone who had just severed a limb. His life was no longer his own to live, but a commodity to be carefully managed, to be doled out in agonizing installments. The black tar in his vial wasn't just a debt payment; it was a tangible piece of his soul, a distillation of his unlived tomorrows.
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Later that night, as Mercy made her way through the labyrinthine alleys, the obsidian rod heavy in her satchel, she passed a small, dimly lit booth. A figure sat hunched behind a makeshift counter, the flickering gaslight casting long, distorted shadows. It was Elara, a Memory Scavenger, one of the many who dealt in the fragmented remnants of traded-away lives. Elara’s specialty was the acquisition of minor, seemingly insignificant memories that the Guild deemed too trivial to extract but which held a certain nostalgic cachet on the underground market. A child's first giggle, the taste of a grandmother's lullaby, the scent of rain on a forgotten summer's day – these were Elara's wares, sold in tiny, meticulously crafted bone shards, etched with faded symbols that hinted at their origin.
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Mercy paused, her gaze drawn to a small, intricately carved wooden bird sitting on Elara's counter. It was crude, clearly the work of unskilled hands, yet it possessed an undeniable charm. Beside it lay a tiny bone sliver, no bigger than a thumbnail, glowing with a faint, pearlescent light.
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"That one," Mercy said, her voice a low murmur. "What is it?"
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Elara, a woman whose face was a roadmap of hard living, her eyes perpetually red-rimmed, looked up. A flicker of calculation crossed her gaunt features. "A little boy. His first carving. He was so proud. Traded it for a loaf of bread and half a year of his father's 'focus.' Said his father needed it for a big contract with the Guild." Elara’s voice was raspy, tinged with a weary cynicism that mirrored Mercy's own. "Tragic, really. The father's contract went belly-up, of course. The boy... well, he's still around. Mostly. Just... quiet. Like a bird that's forgotten how to sing."

––––––––
[image: ]

Mercy’s gaze drifted to the wooden bird. It was a simple thing, but she could almost feel the phantom warmth of the small hand that had shaped it, the innocent pride that had imbued it with such a unique spirit. She could sense the faint echo of the boy's excitement, the hopeful ambition that had driven him to create this small testament to his burgeoning skill. This wasn't a memory of profound joy or deep sorrow, but a simple, pure moment of creation, a tiny spark of his nascent soul. And it had been traded, bartered away for a fleeting respite from the gnawing hunger, for a father's desperate attempt to satisfy the insatiable demands of the Usurers Guild.
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The bone sliver pulsed faintly, a silent testament to the life force it contained. It was a fragment of a boy's potential, a whisper of his future artistic endeavors, now reduced to a collectible trinket. The cost of a loaf of bread. The fleeting promise of a father's "focus." The sheer, brutal disproportion of the exchange was enough to make Mercy’s stomach churn, a sensation she had long since learned to suppress.
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"How much?" Mercy asked, her gaze still fixed on the sliver.

––––––––
[image: ]

Elara smirked, a humorless baring of teeth. "For this? A night's worth of warmth, a decent meal, and a promise of no Repo Men knocking on my door for a week. The memory’s too small for the Guild's official ledger, but there are collectors who pay well for 'innocence lost,' as they call it."

––––––––
[image: ]

Mercy produced a small, tarnished silver coin from her purse. It was a relic of a forgotten era, when such metal held genuine value. Elara snatched it with surprising speed, her gnarled fingers closing around it like a predator's claw. She carefully slid the bone sliver into a tiny, velvet-lined pouch and handed it to Mercy.
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Mercy held the pouch, feeling the faint thrum of contained life within. This wasn't part of her official duties, not a debt collection or a sanctioned siphoning. This was... an acquisition. A purchase of what remained of a stolen moment. She didn't know why she did it. Perhaps it was a twisted form of preservation, a desperate attempt to save these small fragments of humanity from being entirely consumed by the insatiable maw of the District. Or perhaps, in her own cynical way, she was simply trying to understand the true cost of this economic system, to bear witness to the existential erosion one tiny, precious fragment at a time. The weight of the sliver in her hand was insignificant, but the weight of what it represented felt immense, a heavy counterpoint to the ever-dwindling years Silas had surrendered.

The city exhaled a miasma that clung to the lungs, a foul brew of coal smoke, unwashed bodies, and the metallic tang of desperation. It was a scent Mercy Gallow knew intimately, the perfume of her trade, the grim liturgy of her existence in the District of Usury. Her territory was a warren of alleys where sunlight was a myth and shadows clung like a second skin. Here, under the oppressive gaze of brutalist Victorian monoliths that scraped a perpetually bruised sky, the real currency of the city was extracted, not from vaults of gold, but from the very souls of its inhabitants.

Mercy moved with a practiced economy of motion, her lean frame a shadow among shadows. Each step was calculated, her senses finely tuned to the symphony of the undercity: the distant clang of a hammer on metal, the hushed murmur of a clandestine deal, the scuttling of rats that were as much a part of the architecture as the grimy brickwork. Her eyes, sharp and assessing, flickered constantly, scanning the gloom for the tell-tale glint of polished chrome that signaled a Repo Man’s badge, or the predatory stillness of loan sharks lying in wait. This was no place for the unwary, and Mercy had long since shed any illusions of innocence. Her world was one of tangible despair, the residue of shattered lives, and she was its meticulous collector.
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Her current appointment was with a man named Silas, a weaver whose nimble fingers now trembled with an unshakeable tremor. He’d fallen behind on his payments to the Usurers Guild, a debt that had ballooned faster than a plague bloom in the city’s fetid canals. Now, Silas was offering what little remained of his vitality, a portion of his years, as collateral. Mercy’s practice was a grim, yet essential, service in this economy of perpetual indebtedness. She was a siphoner, not of coin, but of something far more precious, far more damning.
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They met in the damp alcove of a derelict warehouse, the air thick with the smell of brine and decay. Silas, a man whose face was etched with a thousand worries, looked like a ghost already haunting his own grave. His eyes, sunken and rheumy, held a desperate plea, a final, pathetic flicker of hope that Mercy, in her own pragmatic way, could alleviate his burden, even if only temporarily.
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“You’re late, Silas,” Mercy’s voice was a low rasp, devoid of warmth, honed by years of negotiation in the city’s underbelly. It wasn't a reprimand, but a statement of fact, a subtle reminder of the dwindling time and the mounting cost of his transgression.
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Silas flinched, his breath catching in his throat. “The... the Guild’s men. They were watching my flat. I had to... detour.” He gestured vaguely with a gaunt hand, his fingers stained with the dyes of his trade.
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Mercy nodded, her gaze sweeping the immediate vicinity, ensuring they were unobserved. The Repo Men, the Bank of Penance’s enforcers, were a constant, chilling presence. Their gleaming chrome and cold efficiency were a stark contrast to the grimy desperation that permeated the District. To be caught in the act of debt siphoning was to invite their brutal attention, a fate worse than any monetary penalty.
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“Show me,” she commanded, her tone leaving no room for argument.
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Silas fumbled with a crude leather pouch tied around his neck. From it, he carefully withdrew a small, opaque vial. It was stoppered with a shard of bone, etched with a symbol that vaguely resembled a withered root. Mercy recognized the craftsmanship; it was the work of a seasoned Guild artisan, someone who understood the gravity of what was being bartered.
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With practiced precision, Mercy produced a slender, obsidian rod from her satchel. Its tip was cool and smooth, designed to interface with the specialized vials used to collect the extracted essence. Silas unscrewed the bone stopper, revealing the vial’s contents. It wasn’t a shimmering liquid or a glowing vapor, but something far more visceral, far more disturbing.
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Within the glass, a viscous, black tar swirled lazily. It was thick, almost viscous, with an unnatural luminescence that seemed to absorb the meager light of the alley. It pulsed with a faint, internal heat, a captured ember of a life force being extinguished. This was the residue of years, the tangible manifestation of stolen vitality, the detritus of a soul chipped away by insatiable usury. It was the weight of years, rendered into a substance that could be traded, consumed, or hoarded.
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Mercy held the vial up to the dim light, her expression unreadable. She saw in its depths the phantom images of Silas’s life: the laughter of children he’d likely never see grow old, the quiet satisfaction of a well-crafted tapestry, the warmth of a stolen moment of peace. These were the abstract concepts that had been condensed, distilled, and ultimately debased into this inert, yet potent, substance.
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“This is all you have?” Mercy’s question was not one of greed, but of assessment. She needed to gauge the quantity and quality of the extraction, to ensure it met the agreed-upon terms. The Bank of Penance, and the myriad guilds and loan sharks that operated under its shadow, demanded a constant influx of this raw material. It fueled their arcane machinery, powered their opulent towers, and perpetuated the cycle of debt that kept the District of Usury alive.
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Silas nodded, his shoulders slumping with defeat. “It’s... it’s what’s left. I can’t give more. Not without... without ceasing to be.” His voice cracked, a whisper lost in the oppressive din of the city.
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Mercy’s gaze lingered on the black tar, a familiar cocktail of pity and cynicism churning within her. She had seen this before, countless times. The hollowed eyes of those who had traded their future for a week’s sustenance, their shadows stretched thin like worn-out currency. Their lives were a slow erosion, a gradual divestment of everything that made them human, all to appease the insatiable maw of debt.

––––––––
[image: ]

She carefully took the vial from Silas, her gloved fingers ensuring no direct contact. The obsidian rod was already in her other hand. With a practiced movement, she inserted the rod’s tip into the vial’s opening. A faint hum, almost imperceptible, emanated from the rod as it made contact with the tar. The dark substance began to flow, not drawn by suction, but by an almost magnetic pull, up the rod and into a specially designed reservoir within the obsidian handle.
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The process was unnervingly silent, the only evidence of the transaction the gradual depletion of the black tar within the vial. Mercy watched, her mind a detached observer. She felt no thrill of power, no surge of satisfaction. For her, this was merely a job, a grim necessity in a world that had long ago lost its moral compass. She dealt in the tangible remnants of human despair, the physical currency of broken promises and forfeited futures. It was a cynical existence, one that had stripped her of any lingering sentimentality, leaving behind a hardened pragmatism that bordered on callousness.
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As the tar flowed, Silas’s breathing grew shallower, his frame seeming to shrink. A faint pallor spread across his skin, and the tremors in his hands intensified. It was the subtle, yet undeniable, toll of the extraction. He was paying the price, offering up the years that were his to live, his to experience, his to cherish.
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When the vial was nearly empty, with only a few sluggish droplets clinging to its sides, Mercy withdrew the rod. The reservoir within the handle pulsed with a faint, internal warmth. The black tar, now contained within her tools, felt... heavy. Not physically, but with a psychic weight, a condensation of sorrow and regret that she had learned to compartmentalize, to ignore.
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She re-stoppered Silas’s vial with a fresh bone shard, this one unadorned, a mark of completion. "This settles your debt with the Guild for now," she stated, her voice flat. "But remember, Silas, the Bank of Penance never forgets. And they always collect."
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Silas clutched the vial, his gaze fixed on it as if it held the last vestiges of his life. He nodded mutely, his eyes wide with a fear that transcended mere financial worry. It was the primal fear of existence itself being stripped away, piece by agonizing piece.
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"Go," Mercy urged, her sharp eyes scanning the alleyway once more. "And be more careful. The Repo Men are always watching."
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Silas scrambled to his feet, his movements still clumsy, but fueled by a desperate urgency. He gave Mercy a brief, almost reverent nod, then melted back into the labyrinthine alleys, a specter swallowed by the oppressive cityscape. Mercy watched him go, a flicker of something akin to weariness settling over her features. Another transaction, another soul chipped away. She turned, the obsidian rod heavy in her hand, its reservoir now holding the dark essence of Silas’s stolen years. The air still tasted of smog and desperation, the metallic tang a constant reminder of the city’s insatiable hunger. Her cynicism was not a chosen path, but a hardened shield, forged in the crucible of her profession. In the District of Usury, sentiment was a luxury one could not afford, and hope was a currency that had long since been devalued. She adjusted the worn leather satchel on her shoulder, the weight of the siphoned tar a familiar burden, and continued her patrol through the shadowed arteries of the city, ever vigilant, ever cynical, a creature of the night in a world that thrived on perpetual twilight. Her movements were practiced, her eyes sharp, always scanning, for in the shadowed alleys of the District of Usury, danger lurked in every corner, and survival was a daily, desperate trade. The oppressive architecture loomed around her, a constant, grim reminder of the power that held this city in its unyielding grip, a grip she navigated with a weary, but unyielding, expertise.
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The economic system of the District of Usury was a cruel, ingenious edifice built upon the foundation of inevitable failure. It wasn't just about the accumulation of wealth; it was about the systematic extraction of 
existence itself. The Bank of Penance, the monolithic entity that cast its shadow over every transaction, understood that human life, with its finite years and its rich tapestry of memories, was the ultimate commodity. Years, when distilled and refined, became a potent, albeit dark, energy source. Cherished memories, when properly processed, could be transformed into potent aphrodisiacs or potent sedatives, catering to the jaded palates of the elite who resided in the city's upper echelons, far from the smog-choked realities of the lower districts.

This conversion wasn't a simple exchange; it was an erosion. A year of vibrant life, filled with laughter, love, and hard-won achievements, could be bartered for a meager sum, enough to stave off immediate starvation or prevent the repossession of a meagre dwelling. The more significant the memory, the more potent the emotional charge, the higher its perceived value in the black market of memory. A child's first steps, a wedding vow whispered under a hopeful sky, the quiet solace of a beloved's dying breath – these were the gems unearthed from the quarry of human experience, traded for a few more days of breath, a few more agonizing hours of conscious existence.
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The process was both arcane and disturbingly mechanical. At the heart of the Bank of Penance lay vast, humming distillation chambers, where the essence of stolen years was slowly extracted. The raw material, the black tar like Silas’s, was fed into these machines, subjected to intense psychic pressure and alchemical refinement. The resulting product was then packaged in various forms. For immediate energy boosts, it might be a potent, dark elixir, a mere sip promising hours of heightened vitality, but at the cost of noticeable cognitive fog and a physical depletion that left the user weaker than before. For more discerning clientele, the extracted memories were separated, meticulously categorized, and then presented as shimmering, opalescent vials, each containing a fragment of someone else's joy, sorrow, or love. These were consumed like rare wines, offering a fleeting, vicarious experience to those who had long since exhausted their own emotional reservoirs.
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The societal stratification this system engendered was brutal and absolute. At the apex sat the eternal wealthy, those who had amassed fortunes not through industry or innovation, but by orchestrating the perpetual indebtedness of the masses. They lived in opulent spires, their lives extended by the stolen vitality of countless others, their minds saturated with borrowed experiences. Below them were the brokers, the enforcers, the Guild masters, who profited from the extraction and distribution of this macabre currency. And at the base, the vast, sprawling underclass, trapped in an ever-tightening noose of debt, their lives measured not in days or weeks, but in the dwindling number of years they had left to sell. They were the perpetual debtors, their existence a slow, agonizing surrender of self.
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Mercy, in her own way, was a cog in this monstrous machine, a necessary evil for some, a harbinger of doom for others. She navigated the liminal spaces, the grey areas where desperation and avarice collided. Her encounter with Silas was a stark illustration of this existential erosion. He was not just financially ruined; he was existentially diminished. The tremor in his hands wasn't just nerves; it was the physical manifestation of his depleted life force. His eyes, sunken and hollow, reflected the emptiness within, the void where his future had once resided.
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She saw it in the way he clutched the vial, not with the desperate grip of someone holding a last hope, but with the possessive, almost reverent hold of someone who had just severed a limb. His life was no longer his own to live, but a commodity to be carefully managed, to be doled out in agonizing installments. The black tar in his vial wasn't just a debt payment; it was a tangible piece of his soul, a distillation of his unlived tomorrows.
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Later that night, as Mercy made her way through the labyrinthine alleys, the obsidian rod heavy in her satchel, she passed a small, dimly lit booth. A figure sat hunched behind a makeshift counter, the flickering gaslight casting long, distorted shadows. It was Elara, a Memory Scavenger, one of the many who dealt in the fragmented remnants of traded-away lives. Elara’s specialty was the acquisition of minor, seemingly insignificant memories that the Guild deemed too trivial to extract but which held a certain nostalgic cachet on the underground market. A child's first giggle, the taste of a grandmother's lullaby, the scent of rain on a forgotten summer's day – these were Elara's wares, sold in tiny, meticulously crafted bone shards, etched with faded symbols that hinted at their origin.
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Mercy paused, her gaze drawn to a small, intricately carved wooden bird sitting on Elara's counter. It was crude, clearly the work of unskilled hands, yet it possessed an undeniable charm. Beside it lay a tiny bone sliver, no bigger than a thumbnail, glowing with a faint, pearlescent light.
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"That one," Mercy said, her voice a low murmur. "What is it?"
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Elara, a woman whose face was a roadmap of hard living, her eyes perpetually red-rimmed, looked up. A flicker of calculation crossed her gaunt features. "A little boy. His first carving. He was so proud. Traded it for a loaf of bread and half a year of his father's 'focus.' Said his father needed it for a big contract with the Guild." Elara’s voice was raspy, tinged with a weary cynicism that mirrored Mercy's own. "Tragic, really. The father's contract went belly-up, of course. The boy... well, he's still around. Mostly. Just... quiet. Like a bird that's forgotten how to sing."
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Mercy’s gaze drifted to the wooden bird. It was a simple thing, but she could almost feel the phantom warmth of the small hand that had shaped it, the innocent pride that had imbued it with such a unique spirit. She could sense the faint echo of the boy's excitement, the hopeful ambition that had driven him to create this small testament to his burgeoning skill. This wasn't a memory of profound joy or deep sorrow, but a simple, pure moment of creation, a tiny spark of his nascent soul. And it had been traded, bartered away for a fleeting respite from the gnawing hunger, for a father's desperate attempt to satisfy the insatiable demands of the Usurers Guild.
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The bone sliver pulsed faintly, a silent testament to the life force it contained. It was a fragment of a boy's potential, a whisper of his future artistic endeavors, now reduced to a collectible trinket. The cost of a loaf of bread. The fleeting promise of a father's "focus." The sheer, brutal disproportion of the exchange was enough to make Mercy’s stomach churn, a sensation she had long since learned to suppress.
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"How much?" Mercy asked, her gaze still fixed on the sliver.
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Elara smirked, a humorless baring of teeth. "For this? A night's worth of warmth, a decent meal, and a promise of no Repo Men knocking on my door for a week. The memory’s too small for the Guild's official ledger, but there are collectors who pay well for 'innocence lost,' as they call it."
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Mercy produced a small, tarnished silver coin from her purse. It was a relic of a forgotten era, when such metal held genuine value. Elara snatched it with surprising speed, her gnarled fingers closing around it like a predator's claw. She carefully slid the bone sliver into a tiny, velvet-lined pouch and handed it to Mercy.
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Mercy held the pouch, feeling the faint thrum of contained life within. This wasn't part of her official duties, not a debt collection or a sanctioned siphoning. This was... an acquisition. A purchase of what remained of a stolen moment. She didn't know why she did it. Perhaps it was a twisted form of preservation, a desperate attempt to save these small fragments of humanity from being entirely consumed by the insatiable maw of the District. Or perhaps, in her own cynical way, she was simply trying to understand the true cost of this economic system, to bear witness to the existential erosion one tiny, precious fragment at a time. The weight of the sliver in her hand was insignificant, but the weight of what it represented felt immense, a heavy counterpoint to the ever-dwindling years Silas had surrendered.
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The whispers of the Repo Men were more than just idle gossip; they were the chilling lullabies of the District of Usury, sung in the cold, metallic tones of efficient dread. These were not mere enforcers; they were the final arbiters of the Bank of Penance's unforgiving justice, the physical embodiment of the system's ultimate leverage. Their presence was a constant, low-frequency thrum beneath the surface of everyday life, a psychic pressure that ensured the endless flow of years and memories
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