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    The Grey Thrum

    The grey light of early morning filtered through the vast windows of MER Headquarters, catching the edges of a thousand polished surfaces. Christina Taylor stepped off the transit lift and into the administrative zone, her shoes making no sound on the resin floor. The air carried its usual scent: recycled oxygen, warm circuitry, the faint antiseptic tang of the cleaning drones that had passed through an hour before. She did not notice these things consciously. They were simply the texture of her days, as familiar as the weight of her own hands.

    Her cubicle waited in the third row from the eastern wall, identical to the forty-seven others that surrounded it. The workstation screen glowed a pale blue, already awake, already tracking her approach. Christina settled into her chair and pressed her thumb to the authentication plate. The system chimed once, soft and obedient, and her daily queue populated the display: 847 transactions awaiting processing, each one a transfer of emotional currency from one citizen's neural ledger to another.

    The numbers scrolled past in neat columns. JoyUnits, GriefCredits, AngerTokens. She had been doing this work for four years, and the figures had long since ceased to mean anything beyond their decimal places. A citizen in Sector 12 had traded 3.2 JoyUnits for a reduced tax obligation. A manufacturing worker in Sector 7 had surrendered 1.8 GriefCredits to offset a public disturbance citation. The transactions were clean, balanced, mathematically satisfying. Christina's fingers moved across the interface with the precision of long habit, approving transfers, flagging anomalies, maintaining the equilibrium that kept Neo-London functional.

    And beneath it all, as constant as the hum of the emotional scanners overhead, the void sat.

    She could not have named it. It was not sadness, not in any way the Ministry's diagnostic tools would recognise. Her own emotional hygiene score hovered at a respectable 78.3, well within the acceptable band. She experienced appropriate levels of contentment during her designated leisure hours, appropriate levels of focus during her work shifts, appropriate levels of mild satisfaction when she completed her daily quotas. The system worked. It had always worked.

    But there were moments, like this one, when the numbers blurred on the screen and she became aware of a space inside her that felt scooped out and left hollow. A room with no furniture. A frequency with no signal. She had tried, in the early years, to describe it to herself, but the words available to her were insufficient. The Ministry's emotional lexicon contained forty-seven approved feeling-states, and none of them matched what she carried. So she had stopped trying. She processed her transactions and kept her score steady and waited for the feeling to pass.

    It never did.

    'Morning, Christina.'

    Elara Vance appeared at the edge of her cubicle, a cup of standard-issue nutritional supplement in one hand and her workstation tablet in the other. Her blonde hair was arranged in the same precise style she had worn every day since Christina had known her, and her emotional hygiene score glowed from the badge on her lapel: 94.1. It was the kind of number that required genuine effort to maintain, a careful daily calibration of inputs and outputs that left no room for error. Elara wore it the way other women wore jewellery.

    'Morning,' Christina said.

    'I saw the queue load this morning. Heavy on the GriefCredits again.' Elara leaned against the cubicle partition, her eyes scanning Christina's display with the easy familiarity of someone who had no reason to fear surveillance. 'Sector 14 had another compliance sweep. Thirty-seven re-calibrations before breakfast.'

    Christina's fingers paused on the interface. Re-calibration. The word was clean and technical, the way all Ministry language was clean and technical. It meant something else, of course. Everyone knew it meant something else. But knowing and saying were different things, and Elara's tone carried no hint of the distinction.

    'That's efficient,' Christina said.

    'It's necessary.' Elara smiled, and the expression reached her eyes in exactly the way the Ministry's wellness guides recommended. 'Emotional stability isn't a luxury, Christina. It's the foundation of a functional society. You know that.'

    'I know that.'

    'Your score's been holding steady at 78. Have you considered the supplementary contentment programme? I started it last quarter and it added nearly four points.'

    Christina looked at her screen. A citizen in Sector 3 had just transferred 0.7 JoyUnits to cover a minor infraction, and the system was asking her to verify the neural signature. She pressed approve. 'I'll think about it.'

    'You should. It's remarkable what a difference it makes.' Elara straightened, adjusting her tablet under her arm. 'Anyway, I'd better get back. Fisher's doing a walkthrough of the Reclamation wing this afternoon and I want my audit files in order.'

    The name landed in Christina's chest and stayed there. Director Harris Fisher. Head of the Memory Reclamation Division. She had seen him only twice in four years, both times at a distance, both times feeling something she could not identify stir beneath the surface of her approved emotions. He was a grey-haired man with a gaze that seemed to pin things in place, and the rumour among the administrative staff was that he had personally designed the re-calibration protocols. That he understood, better than anyone, what memories did to a person when they were allowed to accumulate unchecked.

    'Good luck,' Christina said.

    Elara was already walking away, her heels clicking against the resin floor in a rhythm that matched the scanner hum. Christina watched her go, and the dull pang she had felt earlier sharpened into something closer to envy. Not of the score, exactly. Of the certainty. Elara moved through the world as though every question had already been answered, as though the Ministry's framework was not merely adequate but complete. Christina had never felt that kind of certainty about anything.

    She turned back to her queue. 612 transactions remaining. The numbers resumed their orderly march across the screen.

    A shadow fell across her desk.

    'Taylor.'

    She looked up. Silas Thorne stood in the aisle between cubicles, a data tablet tucked under one arm and a cup of black tea in his other hand. He was older than most of the administrative staff, his hair gone grey at the temples, his face carrying the kind of lines that suggested years of expressions the Ministry would not have approved. He worked in the archives, three floors down, where the old transaction records were stored in climate-controlled vaults. Christina had spoken to him perhaps a dozen times, always briefly, always about work. But there was something in the way he looked at her that made each encounter feel longer than it was.

    'Morning,' she said.

    His eyes lingered on her face for a moment too long. Not in a way that felt threatening. In a way that felt like he was reading something there that she had not meant to show. 'Heavy queue today.'

    'Sector 14 compliance sweep.'

    'Ah.' He took a sip of his tea. 'Thirty-seven re-calibrations. I saw the intake logs.'

    Christina said nothing. The scanners overhead emitted their steady thrum, measuring the emotional output of every person in the room, feeding the data back to the central monitoring system. She was acutely aware of her own score, of the need to keep it steady, of the danger of letting it dip in front of someone who might notice.

    'You've been here four years now,' Thorne said.

    'Yes.'

    'Long enough to know how the system works.'

    'I process the transactions. That's all.'

    He nodded slowly, and something moved behind his expression that she could not read. 'That's what we all tell ourselves.'

    He walked away before she could respond, his footsteps fading into the ambient noise of the administrative zone. Christina stared at the space where he had stood, and the void inside her pulsed once, a dull ache that had no name and no approved treatment. She pressed her thumb to the authentication plate again, unnecessarily, just to feel the system respond to her. The screen chimed. Her queue waited. The numbers were the same as they had always been.

    She worked through the morning without pause. The transactions blurred together: JoyUnits extracted, GriefCredits allocated, AngerTokens converted into civic compliance points. Every transfer was logged, verified, and filed. Every citizen's emotional ledger was balanced to the third decimal place. The system was elegant, in its way. It had solved problems that had plagued humanity for centuries. Crime, unrest, the chaotic unpredictability of unregulated feeling. Neo-London was safe because its citizens were stable, and its citizens were stable because the Ministry ensured they had no choice.

    At eleven o'clock, Christina's display flickered. A routine notification from the central monitoring system: her emotional hygiene score had dipped to 76.8. Still within acceptable parameters, but the trend was noted. She was advised to complete a five-minute mindfulness exercise during her midday break. The notification was polite, automated, and absolute. She would comply. She always complied.

    The surveillance feed in the corner of her display showed a live image of the administrative zone from the overhead scanner array. Forty-eight cubicles, forty-eight employees, forty-eight emotional signatures rendered as colour-coded heat maps. Most of the room glowed a steady green. A few yellow patches indicated mild deviations. Christina's own signature was visible in the third row, a pale green oval that flickered occasionally toward the cooler end of the spectrum. She watched it for a moment, then minimised the feed.

    The void did not show up on the scanners. That was the thing she had never understood. Whatever was wrong with her, whatever hollow space she carried inside her chest, it registered as nothing at all. The Ministry's instruments measured what was present, not what was absent. And so she passed every scan, met every quota, maintained every standard. She was a model employee. She was a functional citizen. She was fine.

    She was not fine.

    The thought surfaced before she could stop it, sharp and unbidden, and she felt her fingers tighten on the edge of her desk. The scanners would not catch the thought itself, only the emotional response it triggered. She forced herself to breathe evenly, to think of something neutral, to let the spike subside before it registered. The system chimed again. Her score stabilised at 76.9.

    Christina looked at her queue. 214 transactions remaining. She pressed approve on the next transfer, and the next, and the next, and the numbers marched forward in their orderly columns, and the grey light shifted across the polished floor as the morning wore on, and the void sat inside her like a room she had never been allowed to enter, waiting for a door she did not know existed.

    At her midday break, she completed the mindfulness exercise. She closed her eyes and visualised a calm blue sphere, as the instructions directed. She breathed in for four counts and out for six. She allowed her thoughts to pass without judgement. When the timer chimed, her score had risen to 78.0, and the system logged her compliance with a soft approving note.

    She opened her eyes. The administrative zone hummed around her, orderly and sterile and perfectly controlled. Somewhere in the building, Director Fisher was walking through the Reclamation wing, reviewing the intake logs from the morning's sweep. Somewhere in the city, thirty-seven citizens were waking up with gaps in their memories where something had been removed. And somewhere in Christina's chest, a flicker of something that was not quite defiance and not quite hope stirred and settled and refused, despite everything, to go away.

    She returned to her desk. The queue waited. She pressed her thumb to the plate and began again.

  
    A Glitch in the Algorithm

    The afternoon light through the eastern windows had shifted from grey to a thin, watery amber by the time Christina reached the two hundred and twelfth transaction in her queue. She had been working without pause since returning from the midday compliance check, her fingers moving across the touchscreen with the same mechanical precision she had cultivated over four years at the Ministry. The numbers scrolled past in their familiar columns: JoyUnits debited, GriefCredits transferred, AngerTokens quarantined for review. Each entry required her authorisation code and a brief notation confirming the transaction fell within approved emotional baselines. She had written the same notation so many times that her hand sometimes continued the motion in her sleep, tracing invisible letters onto the sheets of her flat.

    The void was still there, of course. It was always there. But the work had a way of pressing it down into a manageable shape, something she could carry without quite noticing its weight. She had learned that trick early in her tenure at MER: keep the queue full, keep the hands busy, keep the mind occupied with the small, solvable problems of data reconciliation. The larger emptiness could wait. It had waited this long.

    Transaction 213 was a routine transfer of forty-seven JoyUnits from a manufacturing district collective to a municipal compliance officer. Christina verified the source balance, confirmed the destination account, and appended her notation. The system chimed softly, a pleasant two-note tone that signalled successful processing. She moved to the next entry.

    Transaction 214 was flagged.

    The amber border around the file pulsed twice before she even touched it, a visual alert she had seen only a handful of times in her career. Flagged transactions typically indicated a minor discrepancy: a decimal error, a timestamp mismatch, a source account that had dipped below the mandatory reserve threshold. Christina opened the file and scanned the header data. The transaction itself appeared unremarkable: a transfer of twelve GriefCredits from an individual account to a municipal processing node, dated three weeks prior. The source account holder was listed as C. Taylor.

    She stopped. Her own name, rendered in the system's crisp sans-serif font, stared back at her from the screen.

    Christina did not remember authorising a transfer of twelve GriefCredits. She did not remember having twelve GriefCredits to transfer. The Ministry's emotional currency allocations were strictly regulated; citizens accrued credits through approved emotional experiences, logged automatically by their neural implants and verified by MER's monitoring network. A transfer of that magnitude would have required her conscious authorisation, a deliberate act she would have recorded in her personal ledger. She kept meticulous records. She always had.

    She opened her personal ledger in a separate window and searched for the transaction date. Nothing. No entry for that day, no record of any GriefCredit transfer, no notation explaining the movement of funds. She searched the week prior and the week after. Still nothing.

    The discrepancy could have been a clerical error. The Ministry processed millions of transactions daily; names were duplicated, account numbers transposed, files misrouted. But the source account number matched her own employee identifier, a sixteen-digit code unique to her neural implant registry. That was not the kind of detail the system got wrong.

    Christina closed the transaction without processing it and opened the archive browser. The peripheral archives were not part of her usual workflow; they housed older records, closed accounts, files that had been marked for deletion but not yet purged from the system. Accessing them required a secondary authorisation, which she provided without hesitation. Curiosity was not a prohibited emotion, provided it remained within professional bounds. She was a data analyst conducting a routine audit. There was nothing unusual about that.

    The archive directory unfolded in a cascade of nested folders, each labelled with date ranges and departmental codes. Christina navigated to the folder corresponding to the flagged transaction's timestamp and began scrolling through the file manifest. Most of the entries were standard: processed transfers, compliance reports, automated system logs. But near the bottom of the directory, beneath a subfolder labelled only with a string of alphanumeric characters, she found a cluster of files that had been marked for deletion three days ago.

    She opened the deletion log. The files had been removed from the active database but not yet overwritten; their metadata remained intact, ghost entries in the system's memory. Christina read the file names one by one, her finger hovering above the touchscreen.

    UA_8842_SECTOR17_INCIDENT.

    UA_8901_RECLAMATION_PROTOCOL.

    UA_8956_MRP_OVERRIDE.

    UA_9012_SUBJECT_CLEARANCE.

    The UA prefix was unfamiliar. She searched the Ministry's internal codex and found no matching designation. The MRP in the third file name caught her attention; she had seen that acronym before, in a memo circulated six months earlier about departmental restructuring. Memory Reclamation Project. The memo had been brief, a single paragraph buried in a larger update about resource allocation, and she had not thought about it since. But here it was again, attached to a deleted file in a peripheral archive, flagged with a code she did not recognise.

    She attempted to open UA_8956_MRP_OVERRIDE. The system returned an error: FILE CORRUPTED. ACCESS DENIED.

    She tried UA_8901_RECLAMATION_PROTOCOL. The same error.

    She tried UA_9012_SUBJECT_CLEARANCE. The screen flickered once, a brief stutter of pixels, and then displayed a partial header before locking her out. She caught only a fragment of text before the error message reappeared: AUTHORISED BY DIRECTOR FISHER, H. RE: MEMORY RECLAMATION.

    Christina sat back in her chair. The ambient hum of the administrative zone filled the silence, the quiet drone of climate control and data servers and the soft click of keyboards from neighbouring cubicles. No one was watching her. The surveillance feeds in this sector were positioned at the corridor intersections, not at individual workstations; the Ministry trusted its employees to monitor themselves, and the emotional scanners built into every terminal did the rest. Her score, she knew, would have dipped slightly. Curiosity and unease were close cousins in the Ministry's taxonomy of emotion, and the system did not always distinguish between them.

    She closed the archive browser and reopened her transaction queue. The flagged file was still there, still pulsing amber. She marked it as UNDER REVIEW and moved to the next entry. Her hands were steady. Her breathing was even. But the fragment of text she had seen lingered at the edge of her thoughts, a splinter she could not quite work free.

    Director Fisher's name on a deleted file was not, in itself, suspicious. He was the head of the Memory Reclamation Division; his authorisation would appear on any number of documents related to the Ministry's re-calibration protocols. But the file had been deleted. And the deletion had been recent. And the transaction that had led her to it bore her own name, tied to an account she did not remember using.

    She processed six more transactions before she heard the footsteps.

    Silas Thorne moved through the administrative zone with a gait that was somehow both unhurried and deliberate, his shoes making almost no sound on the polished floor. He was tall and thin, with a face that seemed to have settled into an expression of mild, permanent amusement, as though he were privy to a joke no one else had heard. His role as archivist kept him mostly in the lower levels, where the physical records were stored in climate-controlled vaults; Christina saw him only occasionally, passing through the data processing floor on his way to somewhere else. He always seemed to be on his way to somewhere else.

    He stopped at the entrance to her cubicle. 'Afternoon, Taylor.'

    'Afternoon.' She did not look up from her screen.

    'You've been digging.'

    The words were casual, almost idle, but something in his tone made her fingers pause above the touchscreen. She turned to face him. He was leaning against the cubicle partition, one hand in the pocket of his grey Ministry jacket, his gaze fixed on her with an intensity that belied his relaxed posture.

    'I'm processing transactions,' she said. 'Same as always.'

    'Of course you are.' He smiled, a slight upward tilt at the corner of his mouth. 'Funny thing about transactions. They leave trails. Even the ones someone's tried to scrub.'

    Christina felt a prickle at the back of her neck. 'I don't know what you mean.'

    'No. I don't suppose you do.' He glanced at her terminal, then back at her face. 'There are ghosts in the machine, Taylor. Old data that never quite dies. You can delete a file, but the absence leaves a shape. And shapes can be read, if you know what you're looking for.'

    She said nothing. The void inside her, the persistent emptiness she had learned to carry, seemed to press a little closer to the surface, as though something behind it were straining to be heard.

    Silas pushed himself off the partition and straightened his jacket. 'Be careful what you go looking for. Some files are deleted for a reason.' He paused, halfway through turning away. 'And some are deleted to hide the reason.'

    Then he was gone, walking back toward the corridor with that same unhurried, deliberate stride, leaving Christina alone with the hum of the servers and the soft amber pulse of the flagged transaction on her screen.

    She waited until he had disappeared around the corner before she moved. Her heart was beating faster than it should have been; she could feel it in her temples, a dull pressure that had nothing to do with the void and everything to do with the fragment of text she had seen. AUTHORISED BY DIRECTOR FISHER, H. RE: MEMORY RECLAMATION. And now Silas Thorne, the archivist who spent his days among the Ministry's oldest records, had stopped at her cubicle to warn her about ghosts.

    She opened the archive browser again. The deleted files were still there, still inaccessible, their metadata glowing faintly in the directory listing. She could not open them. She could not read their contents. But she could copy their names.

    Christina created a new file in her personal workspace, a small encrypted log that she labelled ROUTINE AUDIT NOTES. Into it she pasted the file names she had found: UA_8842_SECTOR17_INCIDENT, UA_8901_RECLAMATION_PROTOCOL, UA_8956_MRP_OVERRIDE, UA_9012_SUBJECT_CLEARANCE. She added the date of the deletion, the archive directory path, and the fragment of the header she had glimpsed before the system locked her out. Then she saved the file and closed it.

    The act took less than thirty seconds. It was a small thing, barely a transgression. Employees were permitted to keep personal notes; the encrypted log was not, in itself, a violation of protocol. But she knew, even as she returned to her transaction queue and resumed her work, that she had crossed a line. She had seen something she was not meant to see, and instead of reporting it to her supervisor, she had saved it. She had tucked it away in a file labelled with a lie, and she had done it without hesitation.

    The queue scrolled on. Transaction 215, 216, 217. JoyUnits and GriefCredits and AngerTokens, moving through the system in their endless, orderly flow. Christina processed them one by one, her fingers steady on the touchscreen, her notation neat and precise. The amber pulse of the flagged transaction had stopped; the system had accepted her UNDER REVIEW designation and moved the file to a separate queue for later investigation. She would have to address it eventually. She would have to explain why a transaction bearing her own name had appeared in a peripheral archive, tied to an account she did not remember, linked to deleted files that referenced a project she barely understood.

    But not today. Today she would finish her shift, and she would go home to her flat, and she would sit in the grey quiet of her living room and think about the shape of an absence. About ghosts in the machine. About a memory she could not remember losing.

    The afternoon light through the eastern windows had faded to a dull, flat white by the time she reached the end of her queue. The administrative zone was quieter now; some of the neighbouring cubicles had emptied, their occupants departing for early compliance checks or end of shift processing. Christina logged out of her terminal and gathered her things, a thin jacket and a small bag containing nothing of consequence. Her encrypted log sat in her personal workspace, invisible to anyone who was not looking for it. She would decide what to do with it later.

    She stood and turned toward the corridor. The surveillance feed at the intersection tracked her movement, a small red light blinking in the corner of the ceiling. She walked past it without slowing, her face calm, her posture relaxed. The scanner would read her emotional baseline and find nothing remarkable: a slight elevation in curiosity, a minor dip in contentment, both well within acceptable parameters. Nothing to flag. Nothing to report.

    But beneath the calm, beneath the careful regulation of her own expression, something had shifted. The void was still there, still vast and still nameless, but it no longer felt quite so empty. It felt, instead, like a room in which someone had just turned on a light in the next corridor, too far away to see but close enough to cast a shadow.

    Christina walked toward the exit, and the shadow walked with her.

  
    Whispers in the Square

    The elevated transport hummed beneath Christina's feet, a low-frequency vibration she felt through the soles of her regulation shoes. The carriage was nearly empty at this hour, just a man in a grey overcoat three rows ahead and a woman with a tablet pressed close to her face, her lips moving silently as she read. The windows showed Neo-London sliding past in strips of muted colour: the blue-white glow of residential towers, the amber pulse of commerce districts winding down for the night, the occasional green flash of a public garden sealed behind climate glass.

    Christina sat with her hands folded in her lap, the encrypted log she had created still warm in her mind, a secret she carried beneath the surface of her carefully neutral expression. The transport announced her stop in a voice calibrated to convey neither urgency nor warmth. She rose and stepped onto the platform as the doors parted with a pneumatic sigh.

    The public square at Trafalgar Reach stretched before her, its polished stone paving gleaming under the soft illumination of street-level lamps. Emotional Scanners were mounted on slender posts at regular intervals, their indicator lights blinking a steady, unhurried blue. A public monitor near the fountain displayed a rolling feed of hygiene scores, the numbers shifting in real time as citizens passed beneath the sensors. 81.4. 67.2. 79.9. 92.1. The figures were unremarkable, well within acceptable parameters, and Christina felt the familiar pressure to ensure her own reading stayed equally invisible.

    She had not meant to come here. Her flat was two stops further on, a modest unit in a block of identical residences, and her evening routine was waiting: the nutrient packet heated in its foil tray, the compliance check-in logged before the eight o'clock curfew threshold, the grey hum of the ventilation system as she lay in the dark and tried not to think about the shape of what was missing. But the transport doors had opened and her legs had carried her out, and now she was walking through the square with no clear destination, the deleted file names turning over in her thoughts like objects she could almost touch.

    UA_8842_SECTOR17_INCIDENT.

    UA_8901_RECLAMATION_PROTOCOL.

    UA_8956_MRP_OVERRIDE.

    UA_9012_SUBJECT_CLEARANCE.

    The Memory Reclamation Project. Director Fisher's name attached to files that had been scrubbed from the database three days ago. And the twelve GriefCredits, dated three weeks prior, linked to her own account. She had not authorised that transaction. She would have remembered.

    Wouldn't she?

    Christina stopped near the fountain, a low basin of black stone where water moved in a continuous, silent sheet. The scanner on the nearest post swept past her, and she held her breath without meaning to, waiting for the faint warmth at her temple that meant the neural implant had been pinged. Nothing came. The indicator light stayed blue. She exhaled and let her shoulders drop half an inch.

    A family crossed the square at the far end, a man and a woman with a small child between them, the child's hand in each of theirs. The public monitor flickered as they passed beneath a scanner: 76.0, 81.3, 94.7. The child's score was the highest. Christina watched them until they disappeared into the shadow of a residential block, and the square was quiet again.

    She walked on, past the fountain and toward the northern edge of the square, where the lighting grew sparser and the paving gave way to older stone. A row of sculpted hedges lined the perimeter, their leaves a deep, almost black green in the dimness. Beyond them, a narrow path led toward the lower districts, where the towers were shorter and the street-level businesses operated behind grated doors after dark. She had never taken that path. She had never had reason to.

    It was the voices that stopped her.

    They came from an alcove set into the wall of the old municipal building that flanked the square's eastern side, a recessed doorway that had once led to a records office and now sat permanently locked, its brass handles tarnished and its stone architrave chipped at the corners. The alcove was deep enough that the scanner on the nearest post could not angle its beam directly inside. Christina noticed this before she noticed the words themselves, the fact of the surveillance gap registering with the same part of her mind that logged anomalies in transaction data.

    She stepped closer to the hedge, keeping her body in the shadow it cast, and listened.

    '...not the usual channels,' a man's voice was saying, low and rough, the kind of voice that had been scraped clean of polish. 'You go through a feeling broker, someone who can source what you need without tripping the audit flags.'

    A second voice, a woman's, younger and tighter: 'And the Underground Market? That's where the brokers operate?'

    'That's where everything operates. The Market's not a place, not exactly. It's a network. People who trade outside the MER's ledgers. Raw emotion, unprocessed, untagged. No hygiene scores attached.'

    Christina's breath caught in her throat. She held it, forced it out slowly, the way the mindfulness exercises had taught her. The neural implant at her temple stayed cool and silent, but she could feel her pulse in her fingertips, a steady, insistent pressure.

    Underground Market. Feeling broker. The words were foreign, illicit, dangerous. They should have sent her walking, should have propelled her back toward the transport platform and the safety of her flat and the grey hum of the ventilation system. Instead, she stayed where she was, her feet rooted to the paving stones, every nerve in her body tuned to the conversation in the alcove.

    'How do you find one?' the woman asked. 'A broker, I mean.'

    'You don't find them. They find you. Or someone vouches. There's a man in the lower districts, operates out of a repair shop on Candle Street. Fixes old tech, the kind the MER doesn't licence any more. If you bring him the right introduction, he can put you in touch.'

    'And the memory seeds? Are they real?'

    The man laughed, a short, dry sound. 'They're real. Whether they're worth what you pay for them is another question. Some of them are duds, echoes of something that was never yours to begin with. But the genuine ones...' He paused, and Christina heard the scrape of a shoe on stone. 'The genuine ones can give you back something the MER took. A moment. A feeling. A person you loved and forgot you ever knew.'

    The woman said something in reply, too quiet for Christina to catch, and then the voices began to move. Footsteps echoed in the alcove, receding toward some rear exit Christina could not see. She pressed herself closer to the hedge, the leaves scratching against the sleeve of her coat, and waited until the sound faded entirely.

    The square was silent again. The scanner on the nearest post blinked its steady blue, and the public monitor cycled through a fresh set of scores, none of them hers.

    Christina stepped away from the hedge. Her legs felt unsteady, as though she had been standing for hours instead of minutes. The words she had overheard were still settling into her mind, finding their places among the other fragments she had been carrying since the end of her shift: the deleted files, the GriefCredits, the Memory Reclamation Project, and now this. A market for emotions. Brokers who traded in feelings the MER could not track. Memory seeds that could restore what had been erased.

    She thought of the void, the hollow space inside her that had no name and no origin, the ache that had been with her so long she had stopped thinking of it as unusual. She thought of the twelve GriefCredits attributed to her account, a transaction she could not remember making. She thought of the files that had been deleted three days ago, and the archivist Silas Thorne leaning close to her cubicle, his voice low and strange: Ghosts in the machine.

    What if the void was not a defect? What if it was a wound, a place where something had been cut out?

    The question was too large to hold. She pushed it down, smoothed her expression, and began walking toward the northern edge of the square, where the path led toward the lower districts. She did not make a conscious decision to take it. Her feet simply carried her there, past the sculpted hedges and onto the older stone, where the street-level lamps were fewer and the spaces between them deeper.

    The lower districts descended in a series of shallow steps and sloping ramps, the architecture shifting as she went. The towers here were older, their facades patched with mismatched materials, their windows smaller and more heavily shielded. The businesses at street level were shuttered behind metal grates, but light leaked through the gaps, and Christina could hear the murmur of voices, the clink of glasses, the low pulse of music that had not been approved by any MER cultural committee. The air smelled different here: older, earthier, tinged with something she could not identify. Cooking fat, perhaps, or the faint chemical tang of unregulated generators.

    She passed a corner where three people stood in a loose cluster, their heads bent together. One of them glanced up as she approached, and Christina saw the flicker of something in their eyes, a quick assessment that dismissed her just as fast. She kept walking, her pace steady, her expression neutral, the way she had learned to move through the world without attracting attention.

    Candle Street appeared on her left, a narrow lane that curved away between two blocks of low-rise housing. The sign was old, its lettering faded, and the street beyond was darker than the one she stood on, lit only by the occasional glow of a window high above. She stopped at the corner and looked down its length, her heart beating a little too fast, her palms damp inside the pockets of her coat.

    The repair shop. The man who fixed old tech. The feeling broker.

    She did not go down Candle Street. She was not ready, not yet. But she stood at the corner for a long moment, memorising the shape of the lane, the way the darkness pooled between the buildings, the faint sound of something mechanical whirring in the distance. Then she turned and walked back the way she had come, her steps quicker now, her mind turning over the same words again and again.

    
      Underground Market.
    

    
      Feeling broker.
    

    
      Something the MER took.
    

    The transport platform was nearly empty when she reached it. She stood under the scanner's blue light and waited for the carriage to arrive, her hygiene score displayed on the platform monitor for three full seconds before it cycled to the next passenger. 77.1. Lower than her morning baseline, but still within range. Still acceptable. Still invisible.

    The carriage doors opened. She stepped inside and took a seat by the window, and as the transport pulled away from Trafalgar Reach, she watched the lights of the lower districts recede into the distance, a faint amber glow at the edge of the city's regulated brightness.

    In her lap, her hands were trembling. She pressed them flat against her thighs and held them there until they stilled.

  
    The Illicit Chip

    The morning shift alarm cut through Christina's sleep at 05:47, a synthetic chime calibrated to induce neither startle nor comfort. She lay still for a full minute, watching the ceiling panel's soft grey glow cycle from dim to daylight simulation, and tried to locate the source of the tightness behind her sternum. It was not fear. Not quite anticipation. Something closer to hunger, though she had no appetite.

    The flat was as she had left it the night before. One plate in the drying rack. One mug, rim down, on the draining board. The air carried the faint metallic scent of the building's recycled ventilation, a smell so constant she no longer registered it unless she deliberately held her breath and then inhaled again, which she did now, once, before crossing to the washroom.

    Her reflection in the mirror above the basin showed the same face it always showed. Brown hair in a bob that needed trimming. Eyes that looked away from themselves. She ran the cold tap and pressed two fingers to the inside of her wrist, a gesture she had picked up years ago and never examined. The pulse was steady. Seventy-two beats per minute, give or take. She dried her hands and began the morning's small rituals, each movement precise and economical, the way she had learned to move through a life that asked nothing of her except compliance.

    The transport carriage was half-empty at this hour, the other passengers staring at their wrist terminals or at the scrolling public-service announcements that ribboned across the carriage ceiling. Christina took a seat near the rear doors and kept her hands folded in her lap. Through the window, Neo-London slid past in its regulated geometries: tower blocks of smoked glass and pale composite, pedestrian walkways swept clean by automated units, the occasional flash of an Emotional Scanner mounted above a junction, its indicator light cycling from green to amber to green again. She watched a woman pause beneath one such scanner and touch her temple, a reflexive check of her own hygiene score, and then continue walking.

    Christina did not touch her temple. Her score had held at 77.1 through the night, a number that signalled nothing, accused nothing. She had checked it twice before leaving the flat.

    MER Headquarters rose from the eastern edge of the administrative district, a slab of mirrored façade that reflected the overcast sky back at itself. Christina passed through the main entrance, submitted to the biometric scan, and walked the familiar corridor to the administrative zone. The composite flooring had been recently polished; it gleamed under the overhead panels, and the scent of cleaning solvent hung in the air, sharp and slightly sweet. Forty-eight cubicles arranged in eight rows of six. The grey fabric partitions absorbed sound and personality with equal efficiency.

    She reached her cubicle, third row from the left, fourth desk in, and sat down. The terminal blinked awake at her proximity, its screen flooding with the Ministry's insignia before resolving into the transaction queue. 847 new entries. The number was so predictable she might have laughed, if she had known how.

    Instead she began to work.

    The first hour passed in the usual rhythm. JoyUnits transferred from high-yield citizens to the municipal reserve. GriefCredits bundled and routed to the reallocation pool. AngerTokens flagged for processing, their sharp edges smoothed by the algorithm's dispassionate logic. Christina's fingers moved across the interface with the muscle memory of four years' practice, and her mind, left to its own devices, drifted back to Trafalgar Reach.

    The whispers. The repair shop on Candle Street. The words that had lodged themselves behind her ribs and refused to dislodge: memory seeds. Underground Market. Feeling brokers.

    She had not entered the shop. She had stood on the pavement outside, watching the amber glow of its single window, and then she had turned away. That turning away felt, in retrospect, like a door she had closed on herself. Or a door someone else had closed, a long time ago, and she had only just noticed the handle.

    A soft chime from her terminal pulled her back. Transaction 214 had been flagged for review. She stared at the notification, her hands stilling on the interface. The same transaction. Twelve GriefCredits. Her own account. The flag had not been there when she left yesterday; someone had applied it overnight, or early this morning, and the system was now asking her to confirm the allocation before the queue could proceed.

    She let the cursor hover over the confirmation field. The tightness behind her sternum sharpened into something with teeth. She pressed defer and watched the notification minimise itself to a small amber dot in the corner of the screen.

    The ventilation system cycled on, a low-frequency vibration she felt in her molars. Around her, the other analysts worked in silence, their faces illuminated by the pale glow of their terminals. Anya Atherton was two rows over, her blonde hair pinned back with a clip that caught the light each time she turned her head. Christina watched her for a moment, noting the set of her shoulders, the way her fingers hesitated over her keyboard before each input. Anya had been different lately. Quieter. The perpetual cheerfulness that had once seemed bolted to her face had loosened, revealing something more watchful beneath.

    Christina looked away before Anya could catch her staring.

    At 09:14, something changed.

    She was processing a batch of JoyUnits, her attention split between the screen and the hollow sensation that had taken up residence in her chest, when a flicker of movement crossed the edge of her vision. Someone passed behind her cubicle, close enough that the air shifted, carrying a faint scent of something organic. Wool, perhaps. Or unwashed hair. Then the movement was gone, and the corridor behind her was empty.

    Christina turned in her chair. Nothing. The other analysts were at their desks. The supervisor's station at the front of the zone was unoccupied. She faced her terminal again, and that was when she saw it.

    A small object rested on the edge of her keyboard, precisely aligned with the function row. It was no larger than her thumbnail, a flat black rectangle of composite material with a single gold contact point on one edge. Unmarked. Unlabelled. A data chip of a design she did not recognise, and she recognised most of them; four years in the Ministry's data division had taught her the shape of every storage medium in authorised circulation.

    This one was not authorised.

    Her hand moved before her mind caught up. She closed her fingers around the chip and lowered it into her lap, beneath the desk, where the cubicle's privacy screen would shield it from view. The composite was cool against her palm. Smooth. Weightless, almost. She sat very still, listening to the blood moving in her ears, and waited for an alarm that did not come.

    The Ministry's security protocols were clear on this point. Unauthorised storage media were to be reported immediately to the supervisor, who would log the item and initiate a trace. Failure to report constituted a breach of the Emotional Hygiene Code, Section 12, Subsection 4, punishable by mandatory re-calibration. Christina knew this because she had processed the re-calibration orders for three such breaches in the past year alone.

    She did not report the chip.

    Instead she waited until the ventilation system cycled off, plunging the zone into a brief pocket of silence, and then she leaned forward and slotted the chip into the secure port on the underside of her terminal. The port was intended for Ministry-approved diagnostic tools. It was not connected to the main network, and its activity did not register on the standard monitoring logs. She had discovered this two years ago, during a system update that had left the port's encryption protocols visible for exactly forty-seven minutes. She had never told anyone.

    The terminal's screen flickered once, then stabilised. A new directory appeared, labelled only with a string of hexadecimal characters. Inside were two files.

    The first was a set of coordinates. Christina read them twice, committing the numbers to memory before she understood what she was doing. The location they described was somewhere in the lower districts, not far from Candle Street, in a sector she had never visited. The coordinates were appended with a timestamp: 22:00, three days from now. No further explanation.

    The second file was an audio clip. Fourteen seconds. No metadata. No origin tag.

    Christina glanced at the corridor. Empty. She glanced at Anya, who was bent over her terminal, her fingers moving in short, jerky bursts. She glanced at the supervisor's station, still vacant. Then she pulled her earpiece from her drawer, plugged it into the terminal's audio port, and pressed play.

    The first second was silence. The second second was a breath, drawn in sharply, as if the speaker had been running. And then, without warning, the silence broke open into laughter.

    It was not the measured, hygienic laughter the Ministry piped
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