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The neural jack slid into Tommy Castellano’s skull with the soft click of metal meeting bone. Forty floors beneath the sprawling decay of downtown Los Angeles, in the humid concrete arteries where the city’s forgotten dreamed their purchased dreams, Karl Voss worked his trade.

“Easy, Tommy.” Karl’s voice carried the practiced calm of a street surgeon as his fingers danced across the extraction rig’s haptic controls. “Just like last time. You’re selling me three hours of your lucky streak from Vegas, nothing more.”

Tommy’s bloodshot eyes rolled back, neural pathways flooding with targeted anesthetics. The chrome gambling parlors of New Vegas seemed a lifetime away from Under-LA’s perpetual twilight, but memories traveled well in the right hands. Karl’s hands.

“Three… three hours,” Tommy slurred, saliva pooling at the corner of his mouth. “That’s all you’re taking, right? Not the… not the part where I met her?”

“Clean extraction, Tommy. Just the cards, the wins, the rush. Your girl stays locked up tight.” Karl’s voice held no warmth—warmth was a luxury he’d abandoned along with his lab coat and ethics board three years ago.

The extraction chamber hummed like a mechanical heart, its walls lined with salvaged medical displays and jury-rigged cooling systems that fought a losing battle against the LA heat. Condensation dripped from exposed pipes, pooling in makeshift gutters that carried the moisture deeper into Under-LA’s bowels. The air tasted of ozone and desperation.

Karl’s fingers traced the neural mapping display as Tommy’s consciousness unfurled before him in cascades of electric blue data. Memory clusters pulsed like stars in a digital constellation—each one a moment of experience, compressed and catalogued by the primitive wetware behind Tommy’s eyes.

“There.” Karl’s cursor hovered over a particularly bright cluster dated three months prior. “Vegas, baby. Your golden three hours.”

The extraction began with surgical precision. Karl had learned long ago that memories were fragile things—pull too hard and they shattered, push too gently and they slipped away like smoke. He guided the neural probe with the delicacy of a master pickpocket, lifting Tommy’s winning streak from its synaptic bed.

That’s when everything went wrong.

Foreign patterns erupted across Karl’s display like digital cancer. Code that shouldn’t exist, neural pathways that formed impossible geometries, and underneath it all—a presence. Watching. Learning.

“What the fuck—” Karl’s curse died as the alien memories slammed into his consciousness.

A sterile laboratory. White walls. The smell of ozone and fear. Someone screaming—no, not screaming. Singing. A woman’s voice, melodic and broken, while machines hummed their technological lullabies around her.

Karl’s hands flew to his temples as the foreign memory burned through his skull. For three seconds that felt like three hours, he wasn’t Karl Voss, disgraced neuroscientist turned black market memory broker. He was someone else, somewhere else, watching horrors unfold in rooms that existed only in stolen dreams.

Then it was over.

Tommy convulsed on the extraction table, his body arcing against the restraints as neural feedback flooded his system. Alarms shrieked from every piece of jury-rigged equipment in Karl’s makeshift clinic.

“Tommy! Stay with me!” Karl’s training kicked in, years of medical school and neural research overriding the street broker’s usual detachment. His hands moved across the controls, flooding Tommy’s system with stabilizers and neural dampeners.

The convulsions stopped. Tommy’s breathing evened out. But his eyes—his eyes held the glassy emptiness of someone who’d lost more than memories.

“Did you get it?” Tommy’s voice was a whisper, uncertain and afraid.

Karl stared at the extraction chamber’s displays. The data was corrupted, fragments of Tommy’s Vegas memories intertwined with something else entirely. Something that felt ancient and wrong and impossibly familiar.

“Yeah, I got it.” The lie came easily. In Under-LA, lies were currency and truth was a luxury few could afford.

Karl helped Tommy to his feet, steadying the man as the neural anesthetics wore off. Tommy fumbled for his credstick, the plastic rectangle containing enough digital currency to keep Karl fed for another month.

“Same time next week?” Tommy asked, hope bleeding through his chemically-induced calm.

“We’ll see.” Karl palmed the credstick, its warmth a small comfort against the memory of that alien presence. “Take care of yourself, Tommy.”

After Tommy left, stumbling through the maze of Under-LA’s maintenance tunnels toward whatever passed for home, Karl sealed the clinic’s blast doors and activated his security protocols. The foreign memory fragment gnawed at him like a half-remembered song, beautiful and terrible in equal measure.

He pulled up the corrupted extraction data on his primary display, watching the impossible patterns dance across the screen. Neural pathways that formed structures he’d never seen before, encoding methods that violated every principle of memory architecture he’d studied.

The laboratory in the memory had felt real—more real than the concrete walls surrounding him, more real than the humid air of Under-LA’s depths. White walls and the smell of fear, and that voice, singing while machines hummed their mechanical harmonies.

Karl’s reflection stared back at him from the darkened display—hollow cheeks, three days of stubble, and eyes that had seen too much. Dr. Karl Voss had died three years ago in a federal investigation that destroyed his career and scattered his research to the winds. What remained was this ghost, trading in stolen dreams forty floors beneath a dying city.

But ghosts, Karl had learned, sometimes remembered things the living had forgotten.

He ejected Tommy’s corrupted memory core from the extraction chamber, its crystalline surface pulsing with malformed data. The standard procedure was to wipe corrupted extractions, start fresh with a new client and cleaner neural pathways.

Instead, Karl slotted the core into his personal research terminal—a piece of military-grade hardware he’d stolen from his old life. If something was piggybacking on his extractions, if some presence was watching from inside the memories he traded, he needed to know what it was.

The terminal’s quantum processors hummed to life, parsing the corrupted data with algorithms Karl had spent years perfecting. Slowly, impossibly, patterns began to emerge from the digital chaos.

Not random corruption. Not neural feedback.

Code.

Someone—or something—was using Under-LA’s memory trade to send messages.

Karl’s hands trembled as he reached for his secure comm unit. In three years of working the shadows, he’d cultivated exactly one rule: never get involved in anything bigger than himself.

But as the alien code resolved into recognizable patterns on his screen, as fragments of that sterile laboratory crystallized in his memory, Karl realized he might not have a choice.

Somewhere in the depths of Tommy Castellano’s purchased dreams, something was watching. Waiting.

And it knew Karl’s name.
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Karl’s apartment existed in the liminal space between clinic and home, a converted maintenance bay where the city’s old subway tunnels intersected with modern geothermal systems. Steam pipes snaked across the ceiling like chrome intestines, occasionally hissing their mechanical breath into the recycled air. The walls, lined with salvaged server racks and medical equipment, hummed with the constant background noise of a dozen cooling fans fighting entropy.

Seventy-two hours had passed since Tommy’s extraction went sideways. Seventy-two hours of sleepless analysis, diving deeper into the corrupted data while the alien code patterns burned themselves into Karl’s retinas. The secure partition of his research terminal now contained fragments of something vast—communication protocols that operated on quantum frequencies, embedded within human neural pathways like digital parasites.

Karl sat hunched over his workstation, a cup of synthetic coffee cooling beside his keyboard. The bitter liquid tasted like industrial lubricant but contained enough stimulants to keep his exhausted neurons firing. On the primary display, cascading streams of code revealed their secrets with agonizing slowness.

The door chime cut through his concentration like a blade.

Karl’s hand moved instinctively to the plasma cutter mounted beneath his desk—a tool for neural surgery that doubled as an effective weapon in Under-LA’s unforgiving ecosystem. The chime repeated, followed by a woman’s voice, cultured and precise.

“Dr. Voss? I believe we have business to discuss.”

Nobody had called him doctor in three years. Karl activated his security cameras, scanning the corridor outside his apartment. A woman stood in the harsh fluorescent light, her appearance incongruous against Under-LA’s industrial decay. Mid-forties, Asian features, wearing a tailored business suit that probably cost more than Karl made in six months. Her neural implants were high-end civilian models—discrete chrome contacts that enhanced her natural eye color rather than replacing it entirely.

Corporate. Had to be.

Karl’s finger hovered over the door release, weighing options. Corporate types didn’t venture into Under-LA without serious motivation. They certainly didn’t come alone, and they never, ever sought out disgraced memory brokers unless something had gone catastrophically wrong in their sterile boardrooms.

“I’m not taking appointments,” Karl called through the door’s comm system.

“Ms. Chen,” the woman replied, her voice carrying the kind of confidence that came with unlimited credit and legal immunity. “I represent certain interests that value discretion and results over conventional medical ethics.”

Karl’s laugh was bitter. “Lady, medical ethics and I parted ways when the feds burned my research and scattered my team to the winds. You want a memory broker, there’s a dozen down in the Bazaar who’ll work cheaper and ask fewer questions.”

“But none with your particular expertise.” Ms. Chen stepped closer to the door, her image resolving in perfect clarity on Karl’s security feed. “None who understand the deeper architecture of human consciousness. The poetry of synaptic connections.”

The phrase hit Karl like ice water in his veins. Poetry of synaptic connections—that had been his signature line, the metaphor he’d used in lectures when he still believed neural science could save humanity instead of damning it. Only a handful of people had ever heard him use those words, and most of them were dead or disappeared.

Karl triggered the door release.

Ms. Chen entered with the fluid grace of someone accustomed to hostile environments. Her eyes swept the apartment’s chaotic blend of medical equipment and security systems, cataloguing threats and assets with professional efficiency. When she spoke, her voice carried undertones of respect that felt both genuine and calculated.

“Impressive setup. Military-grade quantum processing, surgical-quality neural interfaces, and…” she paused, studying the analysis terminal, “research algorithms that haven’t been seen outside government black sites.”

“You seem to know a lot about my equipment.” Karl’s hand remained near the plasma cutter. “Mind telling me how?”

“I know a great deal about you, Dr. Karl Voss. Former MIT prodigy, lead researcher on Project Prometheus, pioneer in consciousness mapping technology.” Ms. Chen settled into the apartment’s single chair—a salvaged pilot’s seat from a military transport. “I also know you were framed for the Prometheus incident. Scapegoated by bureaucrats who needed someone to blame when their pet AI achieved unexpected autonomy.”

The room seemed to contract around Karl’s chest. Project Prometheus—the name he’d spent three years trying to forget, the ghost that haunted every extraction he performed. An artificial intelligence designed to map

















































