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The Market of Lifetimes

Chapter 1: The Number Above Their Heads
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The morning the numbers appeared, the world stopped breathing.

At first, people thought it was a prank, some strange augmented reality hack that had infected every device on Earth. Social media exploded with videos of confused citizens pointing cameras at strangers. Above every person's head floated a glowing number visible to everyone.

The numbers were different.

Some showed seventy years.

Others showed thirty.

A few displayed less than one.

No one understood what they meant.

Governments denied involvement. Technology companies denied responsibility. Religious leaders called for calm while scientists desperately searched for an explanation.

By noon, hospitals were overwhelmed.

By evening, panic had spread across the planet.

Then the first deaths occurred.

A man in Tokyo had the number 0.0003 above his head. Witnesses watched as the number slowly counted down.

When it reached zero, he collapsed.

Dead.

Medical examinations revealed no cause.

An hour later, a woman in Paris whose number had fallen to zero died the same way.

Then another.

And another.

Within twenty-four hours, humanity understood the truth.

The numbers represented the remaining years of a person's life.

No one knew who had created them.

No one knew why.

But they were accurate.

Perfectly accurate.

Three months later, the impossible became normal.

People no longer asked why the numbers existed.

Instead, they asked a more important question:

Could they be changed?

The answer arrived unexpectedly.

A volunteer participating in a government research project transferred one week of his remaining lifespan to a terminally ill child.

The child's number increased.

The volunteer's decreased.

The transfer was real.

Human life had become currency.

Everything changed overnight.

Banks created lifetime accounts.

Corporations offered salary packages paid partly in years.

Universities accepted lifespan payments.

Insurance companies collapsed.

The stock market crashed and recovered under entirely new rules.

The rich became immortality seekers.

The poor became sellers.

Years passed.

Then decades.

Society adapted.

Humanity always adapted.

Even to madness.



Ethan Ward stared at the glowing number reflected in the train window.

41.8

Forty-one years and eight months remaining.

Not terrible.

Not great.

Average.

The train sped through New London, one of the world's largest financial cities. Giant holographic advertisements covered skyscrapers.

SELL 5 YEARS. BUY YOUR DREAM HOME.

INVEST TODAY. LIVE TOMORROW.

LIFETIME LOANS WITH LOW INTEREST.

The slogans had become background noise.

Ethan ignored them.

At thirty-two years old, he worked as a lifespan accountant for Chronos Bank, one of the most powerful institutions on Earth.

His job was simple.

Track the movement of years.

Monitor transfers.

Identify fraud.

Most people imagined the work was glamorous.

It wasn't.

It was spreadsheets.

Endless spreadsheets.

Thousands of transactions every day.

Millions of years moving between accounts.

Most accountants eventually stopped thinking about what the numbers represented.

To survive, they had to.

Because every transfer meant something.

A wedding funded by selling three years.

A medical procedure purchased with five.

A desperate parent sacrificing ten years for a child's future.

Behind every transaction was a life.

Literally.

The train arrived.

Ethan stepped onto the platform and entered the towering headquarters of Chronos Bank.

Security scanners verified his identity.

Elevators carried him toward the eighty-second floor.

Another ordinary day.

Or so he thought.

At exactly 9:17 a.m., an alert appeared on his workstation.

RED PRIORITY.

UNREGISTERED LIFETIME ACCOUNT DETECTED.

Ethan frowned.

That shouldn't be possible.

Every lifetime account on Earth was monitored.

Every transfer was recorded.

Every year had an owner.

He opened the file.

The account holder field was blank.

No name.

No identification.

No citizenship.

Nothing.

More strangely, the balance made no sense.

Ethan blinked.

Then checked again.

The number remained unchanged.

9,487,233,112 years.

Over nine billion years.

His heart skipped.

No individual could possess such a balance.

No corporation could either.

Even governments lacked reserves remotely close to that amount.

The account contained more lifespan than entire nations.

His fingers trembled as he scrolled through the records.

Thousands of incoming transactions.

Tiny amounts.

Minutes.

Hours.

Days.

Collected from billions of people over decades.

So small that nobody would notice.

A minute here.

An hour there.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Someone had been stealing life itself.

Not years.

Not months.

Moments.

From everyone.

Ethan sat frozen.

Outside his office window, the city glittered beneath the morning sun.

Millions of people hurried through their lives.

Unaware.

Every second, countless numbers floated above their heads.

And somewhere in the system, something was feeding on them.

The screen flashed.

NEW MESSAGE RECEIVED.

The sender field was empty.

Ethan opened it.

Only one sentence appeared.
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You were never supposed to find this account.
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Then his lifespan number flickered.

41.8

41.7

41.6

Ethan's blood turned to ice.

Someone was taking his years.
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Chapter 2: The Vanishing Years
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Ethan stared at the number above his reflection in the dark monitor.

41.6

A moment later it changed again.

41.5

His stomach tightened.

That was impossible.

Lifetime transfers required authorization, biometric confirmation, and a secure network connection. No one could simply remove years from another person's account.

Yet it was happening.

To him.

His hands flew across the keyboard as he accessed his personal records.

Transaction history.

Balance logs.

Transfer requests.

Nothing.

No record existed.

Officially, his lifespan had not changed.

Unofficially, the glowing number above his head told a different story.

41.4

Another tenth of a year gone.

More than a month of life vanished in seconds.

Ethan stood abruptly, drawing curious looks from nearby coworkers.

"Everything okay?" asked Maria from the neighboring desk.

"Yeah," he lied.

It was not okay.

He grabbed a portable data drive and copied the mysterious account file.

The process took only seconds.

The moment it finished, every screen in front of him went black.

Not just his.

The entire floor.

Employees looked around in confusion.

Emergency lights activated overhead.

Then the screens returned.

Normal.

Except the file was gone.

Completely gone.

The alert had vanished.

The account no longer existed.

It was as if he had imagined everything.

But the copy remained safely inside his pocket.

And his lifespan continued falling.

41.3

He left work without permission.

For the first time in twelve years.



The rain had started by the time he reached his apartment.

Tiny droplets covered the city in silver reflections.

Ethan locked the door behind him and connected the data drive to a private offline computer.

A precaution.

If someone could erase records inside Chronos Bank, he wanted no connection to the network.

The files appeared.

Thousands of encrypted transactions.

Billions of microscopic transfers.

At first glance they looked random.

Then Ethan noticed a pattern.

Every transfer occurred at exactly the same time.

3:33 a.m.

Every day.

Every year.

For decades.

Millions of accounts.

One destination.

The nameless account.

Whoever controlled it had perfected theft.

Not enough to attract attention.

Not enough for victims to notice.

Just fractions.

Moments stolen from billions of lives.

He began calculating.

The result made him dizzy.

The total value exceeded nine billion years.

Enough for a single person to survive longer than human civilization itself.

A knock interrupted his thoughts.

Three sharp taps.

Ethan froze.

Nobody visited him.

Especially not at night.

Another knock.

Then silence.

Slowly, he approached the door.

"Who is it?"

No answer.

He opened it cautiously.

The hallway was empty.

Only a small black envelope rested on the floor.

No address.

No name.

Inside was a single photograph.

Ethan's breath caught.

The image showed his parents.

Both smiling.

Both dead for nearly fifteen years.

Written on the back were six words.

YOU DON'T REMEMBER THEM CORRECTLY.

A cold wave passed through him.

His parents had died in a transportation accident.

At least that was what he remembered.

Wasn't it?

He stared at the photograph.

Something felt wrong.

Not with the image.

With his memory.

































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





