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    To everyone who has ever searched for the missing pieces of their own story. May you find truth, courage, and the strength to carry what you discover.
And to the readers—thank you for stepping into this world with me.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What we choose to forget shapes us as deeply as what we choose to remember."
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Legal Notice

This book is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, institutions, technologies, and events described herein are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in critical articles or reviews.

The author assumes no responsibility for any actions taken based on the fictional technologies, systems, or scenarios depicted in this book. All interpretations and uses of the material are at the reader’s own discretion.

All rights reserved © 2026 Pavel Kostka (PPKPP)

 


Annotation: The Broker’s Ledger

In a city where memories can be bought, sold, erased, or stolen, Jonah Mercer wakes to find a week of his life missing—and a cryptic ledger entry proving someone else now owns what he has lost. His search for the truth pulls him into the hidden machinery of a thriving black market: brokers who trade in human experience, foundations that hoard private archives, and collectors who curate other people’s pasts like rare art.

As Jonah, M, and a growing circle of allies expose the network’s darkest corners, they ignite a public reckoning that reshapes laws, institutions, and the ethics of remembering itself. But every revelation comes with a cost. The market adapts, powerful patrons push back, and fragments of Jonah’s stolen week surface in places that suggest he was never just a victim—he was part of a choice that others tried desperately to bury.

The Broker’s Ledger is a speculative thriller about memory, accountability, and the fragile architecture of truth. It explores what happens when the most intimate parts of our lives become commodities—and what it takes to reclaim them in a world built to forget.
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Chapter 1: The Broker's Offer

The first thing Jonah noticed was the smell — antiseptic and old paper, a scent that belonged to hospital corridors and secondhand bookstores. He woke on the couch with the television still humming, a late-night news anchor frozen mid-sentence, and a thin envelope tucked into the crook of his elbow. His right hand closed around it before his mind could decide whether it belonged to him; the paper was heavy, the kind used for invitations or threats. There was no return address, only three words stamped in black ink: MEMORY BROKER — OPEN.

He sat up slowly, the apartment around him a map of small absences. A coffee mug on the coffee table bore the lipstick stain of someone he couldn't name. His phone lay face down, screen cracked, and the lock screen showed a photo of a woman smiling in a place he had never been. When he reached for the phone, a hollow ache opened behind his eyes — not pain, exactly, but the sensation of a missing room in a house he had once lived in. He could not remember the last week. He could not remember why the woman in the photo looked like a promise and a threat at the same time.

The envelope contained a single card and a receipt. The card was matte black, the letters embossed in silver: WE TRADE WHAT YOU CAN'T AFFORD TO LOSE. On the back, a time and an address: a narrow office in the old quarter, above a locksmith and a shuttered bakery. The receipt was for a transaction he did not recall making: a deposit, timestamped three days earlier, for an amount that would have emptied his savings. The numbers on the receipt were precise, clinical — as if someone had calculated the cost of a memory down to the last cent.

Jonah had been careful with his past. He worked nights at a data center, a job that required him to be invisible and precise, to move through racks of servers like a ghost. He liked the predictability of machines; they did not lie, they did not forget, and they did not bargain. People, on the other hand, were messy. They kept secrets in the shape of habits and scars. He had learned to keep his own small and tidy: a childhood in a town with too many churches, a mother who drank to forget, a father who left without a goodbye. Those were the memories he could name. The rest — the things that made him flinch at certain songs or avoid certain streets — he had learned to live around.

The card's address sat like a splinter under his skin. He could ignore it, he told himself; he could throw the card away and let the missing week remain a hole. But the receipt was a promise he had apparently already paid for, and promises, even those made by strangers, had a way of insisting. He dressed without thinking, pulling on jeans and a jacket that smelled faintly of his own cologne, and left the apartment with the card folded in his palm like a talisman.

The office above the bakery was smaller than he expected. A single frosted window, a brass nameplate with no name, and a bell that sounded like a throat clearing when he pushed the door. Inside, the air was warm and smelled of citrus and something metallic. A woman sat behind a desk, not young and not old, with hair cropped close to her skull and eyes that measured him like a ledger. She did not stand when he entered. She only smiled, and the smile was the kind that had been practiced in mirrors.

"Jonah Mercer," she said, as if she had been waiting for him to confirm the name. Her voice was even, without surprise. "You made a deposit three days ago."

He blinked. "I— I don't remember."

"Most clients don't," she said. "That's why they come to us."

Her office was spare: a single bookshelf with volumes whose titles he couldn't place, a lamp that cast a pool of light over a leather chair, and a wall of small glass vials, each labeled in a handwriting that was both precise and intimate. The vials glinted like teeth. Jonah's eyes were drawn to them despite himself. "What are those?"

"Memories," she said. "Or fragments. We store, we broker, we restore. We don't judge the content. We price it."

"Price it?" Jonah echoed. The word felt obscene in the quiet room.

She slid a tablet across the desk. On the screen, a list of categories scrolled: Trauma; Love; Skill; Identity; Crime; Loss. Each category had a number beside it, a cost that rose and fell like a market ticker. At the top of the list, in a column labeled Priority, a single entry blinked: UNNAMED WEEK — PENDING.

"You paid for retrieval," she said. "You authorized a broker to locate a missing segment and hold it for you. Retrieval is simple. Restoration is more complicated."

"Who authorized it?" Jonah asked. The question felt small and childish, but it was the only one he could think to ask.

The woman — the broker — tilted her head. "Authorization can come from many places. A client, a proxy, a court order, a family member. Sometimes people authorize themselves in a moment of desperation. Sometimes they authorize others because they cannot bear the truth. The law is still catching up."

Jonah's mouth went dry. "What if I don't want it back?"

"Then you forfeit the deposit," she said. "Or you can choose to trade. We accept memories as currency. You can sell us a memory of equal value."

He laughed, a short, incredulous sound. "Sell a memory? Who would buy that?"

"People buy what they need," she said. "A politician might buy a memory of courage. A parent might buy a memory of a child's first steps. A criminal might buy an alibi. We do not ask why. We only match supply and demand."

Jonah thought of the woman in the photo on his phone, of the lipstick on the mug, of the empty spaces that had become his life. He thought of the deposit, the way the numbers on the receipt had felt like a verdict. "How much is the week worth?" he asked.

She tapped the tablet. The figure that appeared was not just a number; it was a calculation of risk and desire, of what people would pay to forget and what they would pay to remember. It was more than he had. It was also less than the cost of a life ruined by a single truth.

"You can pay," she said. "You can trade. Or you can walk away and live with the hole. But know this: someone else has already held that week. Someone else has already seen what you did. Memory is never truly private once it has been brokered."

The words landed like a stone. Jonah felt the room tilt. For a moment he imagined the week as a small, glass object on the broker's shelf, labeled and catalogued, its edges sharp and cold. He imagined the woman in the photo laughing at something he could not hear. He imagined a ledger where his life was reduced to entries and balances.

"Why me?" he asked finally. "Why my week?"

"Because you paid," she said simply. "Because someone thought it worth saving. Because memory markets are not democratic. They are opportunistic."

Outside, the city moved on, indifferent: a delivery truck backing up, a dog barking, the distant clatter of a train. Inside the office, the broker watched him with the patience of someone who had seen the same scene play out a thousand times. She slid a small card across the desk, the edges worn as if it had been handled often.

CHOICES: RESTORE; TRADE; FORFEIT.

Jonah picked up the card and felt the weight of it. Each option was a doorway. Each doorway led to consequences he could not yet imagine. He had always believed that memory was a private thing, a map only he could read. Now he understood that maps could be copied, sold, and rewritten.

He looked at the broker and, for the first time since waking, felt something like fear and something like relief braided together. The missing week was a wound and a promise. The broker's offer was simple and terrible: pay to know, sell to forget, or live with the unknown.

Jonah folded the card and slid it into his pocket. He did not choose then. He stood, the decision heavy in his chest, and walked back into the street where the morning light made the city look like a place that still believed in second chances.

 


Chapter 2: Ledger of Small Betrayals

Jonah woke with the taste of metal in his mouth and the card still warm in his pocket. The city outside his window had settled into a weekday rhythm: buses sighing, shop shutters rising, a woman arguing on a phone in a language he almost recognized. He made coffee by rote, watched the kettle breathe steam, and tried to assemble the edges of the missing week like a puzzle with half the pieces gone.

The broker's office had given him options, but not answers. Restore. Trade. Forfeit. Each choice felt less like a solution and more like a contract written in a language he did not know. He had walked away because walking felt safer than signing a blank check. But the receipt in his pocket was a small, stubborn proof that someone — he, or someone acting for him — had already put money on the table.

He turned the receipt over and over until the ink blurred. The deposit had been made at 2:14 a.m., three days ago, at an ATM two blocks from his building. He could have gone there now, traced the transaction, found a camera angle that might show his face. He could have done a thousand small, sensible things. Instead he found himself dialing a number he had not called in years.

The line clicked. A voice answered on the second ring, warm and familiar in a way that made Jonah's chest tighten. "Hey, it's me," he said before he could stop himself.

"Jonah?" The voice was cautious. "You sound like you haven't slept."

"It was a long night," he lied. "Do you remember the night of the seventeenth? Last week?"

There was a pause long enough for him to imagine the other person counting days on their fingers. "Seventeenth of what?"

"Of this month," Jonah said. "Do you remember anything from three days ago?"

Silence, then a soft, brittle laugh. "You always ask me that when you lose something. What did you lose this time?"

"A week," Jonah said. Saying it aloud made it feel less like a private wound and more like an accusation. "I woke up with a receipt and a card. I went to a place called the Memory Broker. They say someone paid to retrieve a week of my life."

"Memory Broker," the voice repeated, like tasting a foreign word. "People talk. Dangerous people. Why would you go there?"

"I didn't go," Jonah said. "Not yet. But someone did. Or I did. I can't tell."

"Jonah," the voice said, softer now. "You need to be careful. If someone is buying and selling pieces of you, it's not just about what you remember. It's about who gets to decide what you are."

He hung up before the conversation could turn into the litany of old warnings he had heard his whole life: don't trust strangers, don't drink too much, don't let anyone rewrite you. The warnings were true, but they were also useless now. The broker's words echoed in his head: someone else has already held that week. Someone else has already seen what you did.

He went to the ATM.

The machine's screen blinked like an eye. The bank's lobby smelled of disinfectant and stale air. He fed his card, typed his PIN, and pulled up his recent transactions. The deposit showed up as a transfer to an account labeled only with a string of numbers and a small, anonymous descriptor: MBROKER RETRIEVAL. The timestamp matched the receipt. There was no name, no phone number, nothing to trace except the thin trail of digits.

Jonah's hands trembled as he took a photo of the screen with his phone. He had the impulse to send it to someone — to the voice that had answered earlier, to the broker, to the police — but he knew how those impulses ended. The police would ask questions he could not answer. The broker would offer him more choices. The voice would tell him to run. He put the phone away and walked back into the street.

On the corner, a newsstand displayed a headline about a local councilman accused of erasing his past mistakes. The article used the word "memory" in a way that made Jonah's skin crawl, as if the city itself were learning to treat recollection like a commodity. He bought the paper and read the piece twice, looking for patterns, for a clue that might connect his missing week to something larger. The councilman's scandal involved a company that promised "selective amnesia" to
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