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Chapter 1: City of Echoes
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The rain in Vesper never fell straight. It tumbled and twisted through the air, caught in the updraft of exhaust vents and the fizzing neon haze that painted the city in shifting shades of pink, green, and electric blue. The streets below were rivers of light and shadow, where the desperate and the dangerous haggled over life’s most precious currency: memories. In Vesper, a perfect day could buy you a month’s rent. A first kiss might earn you dinner at a real restaurant. And a nightmare? Well, nightmares could always be sold to someone with the right appetite.

Iris Kane pulled her collar tight against the wet chill, her reflection fractured in a thousand rain-slicked surfaces. Her boots splashed through the shallow pools of oil-streaked water, her breath curling in pale ghosts before vanishing into the night. She was running late. Again. But punctuality had never been her strong suit. What she did have was a reputation—the kind built on whispers in back alleys and smoky bars. In certain circles she was referred to as "The Locksmith," because Iris could unlock the vaults of memory better than anyone else in the city.

The streets pulsed around her with a life of their own. Holoboards screamed adverts for the latest memory upgrades—“Relive Your Best Moments in Ultra-HD!”—while vendors hawked knockoff memory chips from carts lined with blinking circuitry. Above it all, the monorail slithered like a metal serpent, ferrying commuters who couldn’t afford to forget their nine-to-fives. Somewhere in the distance, a police drone buzzed, its spotlight slicing through the gloom, searching for anyone who might’ve stepped too far out of line.

Iris’s office occupied a sleek space in the central business district, where mirrored skyscrapers gleamed under neon hues and luxury hovered in the air like expensive perfume. The building's lobby was polished to a gleaming shine, the marble floors reflecting pendant lights that dripped from the ceiling like droplets of gold.

She stepped into a glass elevator that whisked her upward without a sound, the faint hum of its ascent barely audible over soft ambient music. As the cityscape unfurled through panoramic windows, Vesper’s sprawling lights glimmered like a living constellation beneath her.

On the twelfth floor, the elevator doors opened with a muted chime. Iris’s boots clicked against flawless tiles as she strode down the quiet corridor. The frosted glass door to her office read Kane Memory Solutions, the gold lettering crisp and elegant. Through the glass, she saw her clients waiting: a man and woman seated formally side by side, their clasped hands tense, and a restless child shifting in a chair beside them.

With a steadying breath, Iris pushed the door open, the discreet chime above signaling her arrival.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, her voice smooth but tinged with weariness. She shrugged off her coat, slinging it over a hook near the door. Beneath the coat, she wore a sleek, dark outfit that hugged her form and bristled with hidden tech: a top of the line wrist console, a data slate clipped to her belt, and the faint shimmer of a neural interface circling the nape of her neck.

The couple looked up at her, their eyes heavy with the kind of hope that bordered on desperation. The child, a boy no older than ten, swung his legs back and forth, his gaze darting between the glowing fish tank in the corner and the holographic clock ticking above Iris’s desk.

“It’s fine,” the man said, though his voice betrayed the tension coiled in his chest. “We... we weren’t waiting long.”

The hum of the console filled the room as Iris settled into her chair, the faint glow of its interface washing her face in cold light. She tapped a few keys, her fingers quick and precise, and the holographic catalogue materialized in the air before her. Rows upon rows of memories, each one a tiny prism of color, floated weightlessly in the translucent grid. She glanced at the couple, their faces drawn tight with exhaustion, and then at the boy, who sat hunched in his chair, his small hands clutching his knees like they might anchor him to this world.

“So,” Iris began, her voice cool and professional, “you’re looking for joy. Something strong enough to... counterbalance things.” Her eyes flicked briefly to the boy. His gaze was distant, fixed somewhere just beyond her shoulder, and she wondered what kind of darkness could grip a child so young.

The mother nodded, her lips trembling. “We... we’ve tried everything. Therapy, medications, even... experimental treatments. Nothing works.”

The father’s voice was steadier, but only just. “This is our last hope. If this doesn’t help him...” He trailed off, the weight of his unfinished sentence heavy in the air.

Iris leaned back, the leather of her chair creaking softly. “I understand. And I’ll do what I can. But let me be clear—this isn’t magic. Memories can shape us, yes, but they can’t solve everything. You need to manage your expectations.”

“We understand,” the mother said quickly. Her hands were clasped so tightly in her lap that her knuckles had gone white. “We just... we just want to give him a chance.”

Iris nodded and turned back to the catalogue. “All right. Let’s see what we’ve got.” She navigated through the memories with practiced ease, filtering for experiences that radiated pure, unadulterated happiness. A first snowfall, a birthday party filled with laughter, the exhilaration of a perfect dive into crystal-clear water. Each memory was tagged with a brief description and a price, the cost determined by its intensity, rarity, and the emotional imprint left by its original owner.

The couple leaned forward, their eyes scanning the holographic display. “What about that one?” the father asked, pointing to a memory labeled Childhood Christmas Morning—Full Sensory. The description promised the warm glow of a fireplace, the crisp scent of pine, and the boundless excitement of unwrapping a longed-for gift.

“That one’s... pricey,” Iris said, her tone even. “Full sensory memories are always premium. But it’s a strong one, no doubt about that.”

The mother’s eyes lingered on the listing before she shook her head. “We can’t afford it. What else is there?”

Iris adjusted the filters again, narrowing the selection to fit their stated budget. The options were fewer now, but still compelling. A day at an amusement park, complete with the rush of a roller coaster and the sticky sweetness of cotton candy. The triumph of a spelling bee victory, the memory wrapped in pride and applause. A golden afternoon spent flying kites beneath a sky so blue it bordered on surreal.

“This one,” the father said, his voice tinged with a mix of hope and resignation. He pointed to the kite memory. “It’s... a little expensive, but should be within our range.”

Iris studied them for a moment, her expression unreadable. Then she leaned forward, her elbows resting on the desk. “Listen,” she said, her voice firm but not unkind. “I’m already cutting you a deal by offering these at this price. If you want quality memories, you’ve got to pay for them. It’s just how it works.”

The mother’s eyes glistened, but she nodded. “We understand. Thank you.”

“Good,” Iris said briskly. “Then let’s finalize this.” She tapped a sequence into her console, and the selected memory floated forward, its prism-like surface glowing faintly. “This one’s clean and vivid. It’ll integrate smoothly, and the effects should be immediate. Are you ready to proceed?”

The parents exchanged a look, their hands tightening around each other. The father nodded. “Yes. Let’s do it.”

Iris stood and moved to the small chamber at the back of the office, gesturing for the boy to follow. He hesitated, his eyes wide and uncertain, but his mother’s gentle push sent him to his feet. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart,” she murmured.

The boy glanced back at her, then at Iris, before stepping into the chamber. Iris activated the interface, the walls lighting up with faint lines of circuitry as the transference equipment powered on.

“Just sit back and relax,” Iris said, her tone softer now. “You won’t feel a thing. We’ll get started in just a moment.”

—————
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THE DOOR SLID SHUT with a quiet hiss, sealing the boy inside the chamber where soft lights began to pulse rhythmically, casting faint reflections across the sterile surface of the glass. Iris returned to her console, her movements mechanical but precise, the faint click of keys breaking the tense silence. On the screen before her, the digital memory—a radiant fragment of color and light—drifted toward integration, its complexity rendered in a shifting lattice of data points.

The parents stood frozen behind her, their hands clasped tightly together, knuckles pale with strain. The mother’s lips moved soundlessly, mouthing what might have been a prayer or a mantra, while the father’s eyes flicked between the console and the chamber, his expression a fragile mask of control. Inside, the boy sat motionless in the reclined seat, his small frame dwarfed by the equipment that cradled him. His gaze remained distant, his expression unreadable, as if he were already somewhere else entirely.

The hum of the machinery deepened, its soft, oceanic resonance filling the room like a tide slowly rising. Iris leaned closer to the console, her brow furrowed in concentration. The transfer was a delicate operation, every second requiring vigilance to avoid destabilization. Memories weren’t just data; they were threads woven deep into the psyche, and a single misstep could leave cracks where something vital might spill out.

As the progress bar inched forward, Iris’s eyes flicked to the chamber. The boy’s neural interface glowed faintly, its light pulsing in sync with the data streaming from the memory prism. She’d seen this scene a hundred times before—clients suspended in that liminal space between who they were and who they were about to become. Yet it never stopped feeling surreal. The air in the room felt thick, electric, as if the very act of tampering with memory sent ripples through the fabric of reality itself.

“How does it work?” the father asked, his voice breaking the stillness. His tone was hushed, as though speaking louder might shatter the fragile tension hanging in the air.

“It’s like a puzzle,” Iris replied without looking up, her voice steady. “The memory is encoded and mapped onto his neural pathways. It’ll overlay his existing memories without erasing them, creating a framework of emotional resonance.” She paused, adjusting a parameter. “Think of it as adding a new melody to a song that’s been playing too long in a minor key.”

The mother’s breath hitched, and Iris caught the sound, sharp and raw, over the hum of the machine. “Will he feel it right away?” she whispered.

“He’ll feel something,” Iris said after a moment. Her fingers hesitated briefly over the keys. “But it’s different for everyone. Some people... they feel like they’ve always had the memory. Like it’s been part of them since the beginning.” She didn’t mention the others—the ones who couldn’t reconcile the foreign joy with their own pain, who described it as wearing someone else’s skin. That wasn’t the kind of truth this family needed right now.

The progress bar hit seventy-five percent. The chamber’s lights began to shift, soft greens and golds dancing along its surface. Inside, the boy’s face seemed to relax, the faintest flicker of curiosity crossing his features. It was subtle, but Iris noticed. She always noticed.

When the bar reached ninety percent, Iris leaned back, steepling her fingers beneath her chin. “Almost there,” she murmured, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her eyes lingered on the boy, her expression inscrutable.

In that moment, the weight of the family’s hope pressed against her like a physical force. It was a familiar sensation, one she’d long ago learned to compartmentalize. But tonight, it felt heavier, as unrelenting as the neon-streaked rain outside. Somewhere in the depths of her mind, she wondered—not for the first time—what it must feel like to carry someone else’s joy in your head. To wear their happiness like a borrowed coat, warm but never truly yours.

The hum of the machine shifted, signaling the final stage of the transfer. Iris straightened in her chair, her hand hovering over the console. The parents held their breath, their hope palpable in the stillness. And as the process neared its end, Iris’s gaze softened, just for a moment, before the clinical detachment returned.

“It’s done,” she said softly, her words carrying the weight of an unspoken promise. “Give him a minute... then we can run some preliminary tests.”

—————
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THE BOY EMERGED FROM the chamber, blinking under the soft, ambient light of the office. The change in him was immediate and unmistakable. His once-vacant eyes now glimmered with something fragile but unmistakable: hope. He looked at his parents, a shy smile tugging at the corners of his lips, as though he’d just remembered how to smile after a long, dark winter.

The mother gasped, her hands flying to her mouth. Tears streamed down her face, unchecked, as she knelt in front of her son, gripping his small hands as though they might disappear if she let go. “Sweetheart,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “How do you feel?”

The boy’s smile widened, and he glanced at the floor, his cheeks flushing faintly. “It’s... warm,” he said quietly, his voice hoarse but steady. “Like the sun’s inside me.”

The father’s breath caught, and he reached for his wife and son, pulling them both into an embrace that seemed to fold time in on itself. For a moment, the sterile hum of the office faded, replaced by the sound of muffled sobs and whispered reassurances. It was the kind of moment Iris had seen countless times but never truly allowed herself to feel. Not fully.

Iris stood by her console, watching the scene with a detached expression that masked the faint tug of something deeper. She let the moment linger before clearing her throat, the sound sharp and deliberate.

“All right,” she said, her tone brisk. “Let’s settle up.”

The parents pulled away, their faces still wet with tears. The mother reached into her bag and pulled out a slim, black case. She opened it to reveal neatly stacked credit chips, their surfaces glinting faintly under the office lights. It was a fortune—their entire life savings, judging by the way her hands shook as she held the case out toward Iris.

“Here,” she said, her voice a mixture of gratitude and reluctance. “It’s everything we agreed on.”

Iris took the case without hesitation, her fingers brushing briefly against the woman’s trembling hands. She placed it on her desk and scanned the chips, the machine emitting a soft chime of confirmation. The transaction was complete. The weight of their sacrifice hung in the air, unspoken but undeniable.

The father shifted uneasily. “Thank you,” he said, his voice thick. “For giving our son a chance.”

Iris nodded, her expression unreadable. “You paid for a service,” she replied coolly. “And I delivered. That’s all there is to it.”

The mother’s eyes lingered on Iris, searching for something—a hint of warmth, perhaps, or an acknowledgment of the magnitude of what had just transpired. But Iris’s gaze remained steady, distant, like a door that would never quite open.

The boy tugged at his mother’s sleeve, his small voice breaking the silence. “Can we go home now?”

“Of course, sweetheart,” the mother said, her voice soft and full of relief. She wiped her tears and took his hand, holding it tightly as though afraid he might slip away. The father gave Iris a final nod, his gratitude evident despite the tension etched into his face.

The family turned to leave, the mother and father flanking their son protectively as they walked toward the door. The boy glanced back at Iris just before they exited, his expression curious, almost questioning. For a fleeting moment, their eyes met, and Iris thought she saw something there—something unspoken, something that felt like recognition. And then he was gone, the door sliding shut behind them with a quiet hiss.

Iris stood alone in the now-silent office, her gaze lingering on the empty doorway. The credits sat on her desk, a tangible reminder of the transaction. She picked up the case and locked it away in the safe, the sound of the mechanism clicking into place oddly hollow in the stillness.

She returned to her chair and leaned back, staring at the faint glow of the console screen. Outside, the rain continued to fall, streaking the neon-lit windows like the city was weeping. Iris exhaled slowly, her fingers steepled beneath her chin.

“Another job done,” she murmured to no one in particular, the words disappearing into the hum of the machinery. And yet, for reasons she couldn’t quite name, the weight of the family’s hope lingered, pressing against her like a phantom touch she couldn’t shake.

—————-
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THE ELEVATOR ASCENDED in near silence, the hum of its magnetic propulsion barely audible over the faint strains of ambient music drifting through hidden speakers. When the doors slid open, Iris stepped out into the private vestibule of her apartment. The biometric lock scanned her, a soft chime confirming her identity before the door dissolved into itself, revealing the sprawling sanctuary beyond.

Her apartment was the epitome of modern excess. The floor-to-ceiling windows offered a breathtaking panorama of Vesper’s neon skyline, a chaotic symphony of colors that painted her minimalist interior in shifting hues. The walls were a seamless expanse of polished metal and glass, their reflective surfaces interrupted only by curated pieces of abstract art that pulsed faintly, alive with embedded light. The furniture was sleek and angular, a collection of bespoke designs in monochrome tones, with cushions that seemed to mold themselves to her form as she passed by.

The living area flowed into an open kitchen, its counters crafted from a rare, luminous stone that seemed to shimmer from within. The appliances—hidden until summoned—whispered of technology so advanced that they might as well have been magic. A single potted plant sat on the counter, a rare splash of organic green in the otherwise sterile environment. It was synthetic, of course, but designed with such precision that it might fool even the most discerning eye.

She shrugged off her coat, tossing it onto the back of a chair that obligingly adjusted itself to catch it. Her heels clicked softly against the polished floor as she crossed to the expansive sofa and collapsed into its embrace. For a moment, she stared out at the city, the endless rain streaking the glass like the sky itself was crying. The view was stunning, and yet it felt like nothing at all.

Her wrist buzzed with a notification, and she swiped it away without looking. Instead, she waved her hand toward the low table in front of her. A holographic interface sprang to life, its bright, sharp lines forming the interface of a dating app she’d downloaded months ago in a moment of boredom and optimism. She scrolled through the profiles with a flick of her fingers, the holograms of potential matches spinning lazily in the air before her.

One by one, she dismissed them. Too eager. Too dull. Too familiar. A flicker of recognition crossed her face at one profile, a fleeting memory of an awkward dinner and stilted conversation. She swiped left. The next few weren’t even worth a pause. They were all the same—either she’d already tried and failed, or she could tell at a glance that there was no point in trying. The screen dimmed as the app ran out of new faces to show her. It asked if she wanted to expand her radius. She closed it instead.

Leaning back, she let her head rest against the couch, staring up at the ceiling where faint constellations of light flickered across the surface, a soothing feature meant to mimic the night sky. But even the stars felt artificial here, their glow too perfect to be real.

Another gesture brought up a different interface, this one far more familiar. The holographic feed of memories on the market flooded the space before her, each fragment of someone else’s life represented as a glowing orb, rotating slowly and pulsing with faint energy. She scrolled through them with a practiced ease, her eyes narrowing as she examined the details: a first kiss on a Ferris wheel, the euphoria of scoring the winning goal in a championship game, the quiet peace of watching a sunrise over a still lake.

She lingered on one memory, her fingers hesitating just above the purchase icon. A child’s laughter, bright and unrestrained, ringing out in a sunlit meadow. The description promised a sensation of pure, unfiltered joy. Her lips pressed into a thin line, and she swiped past it.

This was her ritual. She didn’t buy; she didn’t sell. She just looked, cataloging them in her mind, imagining the lives these fragments had come from. It was her craft, her addiction, her hollow solace. Each memory was a puzzle piece, a glimpse into something she could never quite touch but couldn’t look away from.

The city hummed beyond the glass, its neon glow relentless, but inside her apartment, the silence pressed in, thick and suffocating. Iris closed the feed with a sharp gesture, the holograms vanishing as though they’d never been there. She sat in the stillness, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on the skyline. The rain continued to fall, and for all the opulence surrounding her, she had never felt smaller.
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Cleo
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Vesper woke with a low growl, its streets coughing up steam and secrets as the morning crowd began to churn. Cleo skulked in the shadow of the highrises, the towers of glass and steel that seemed to scrape against the smog-choked sky. She moved like smoke, her short blue hair swaying in the breeze and her wiry frame slipping between bodies and alleyways with practiced ease, a predator in a neon jungle.

The city above might gleam, but down here in the underbelly, the light felt sharper, harsher—more interrogation than illumination. Neon signs flickered over cracked pavement and the occasional pool of oily water. A noodle stall exhaled greasy, savory fumes that clung to the air like a desperate lover, and a nearby vendor barked offers for counterfeit implants that would barely outlive their buyers. The streets thrummed with a patchwork rhythm—the thud of basslines from far-off clubs, the hiss of steam vents, and the ceaseless murmur of people who had nowhere better to be.

Cleo ducked beneath a holographic billboard flickering with the serene, disembodied face of some corporate avatar promising a "Brighter Tomorrow." The voice trailed her like a ghost, reciting its utopian mantra as her boots splashed through puddles that smelled like rot.

Brighter tomorrow, my ass, Cleo thought, adjusting the strap of her satchel. She hadn’t eaten yet, but that wasn’t unusual. Hunger had become more of a dull companion than an urgent need. She’d nicked an energy bar yesterday—one of the high-end ones—and rationed it out over the night. Now, her stomach growled in protest, but she ignored it, her focus razor-sharp.

Her world wasn’t made of gleaming penthouses or air-conditioned sanctuaries. No, Cleo’s world was grime and grit, the kind of place where you slept with one eye open and dreamed of the next score. Every cred she scraped together went toward the essentials: enough food to keep moving, enough tech to stay ahead of the cops or worse, and enough grit to survive another day. Today was no different.

She turned a corner into a market bazaar, where stalls lined the narrow alley like jury-rigged lifeboats on a sinking ship. Hawkers shouted over one another, their voices blending into a discordant symphony. Cleo’s eyes darted, cataloging possibilities—a distracted merchant here, a poorly guarded pack there. The satchel at her side was lighter than she liked. Time to fix that.

Her target presented itself in the form of a man in a rumpled suit, juggling a conversation on his holo-bracelet while fumbling with a bag of newly purchased tech. He was dripping with the kind of distracted affluence that marked him as an outsider in these parts. Cleo’s lips curled into a smirk. Easy pickings.

She moved in close, her steps silent as a whisper. Her hand slipped into the bag as the man gestured wildly with his free hand, too engrossed in his argument to notice her presence. In one fluid motion, Cleo extracted a sleek data pad—state-of-the-art, judging by its gleaming surface—and tucked it into her satchel. She was gone before the man even realized he’d been lighter.

Cleo didn’t stop to admire her work. She knew better than to linger. She wove her way through the crowd, her pulse steady, her expression blank. The data pad was good money, assuming she could find the right buyer. The thought brought a flicker of satisfaction, but it was quickly smothered by the weight of reality.

She ducked into a narrow side street, leaning against a wall slick with condensation. For a moment, she let herself breathe, her fingers brushing the edge of the stolen pad. It was clean, expensive, and utterly foreign to her life. Cleo had no use for luxury tech, but she knew someone who did. That meant creds, and creds meant another day above water.

The towering skyline loomed overhead, a jagged reminder of the divide between her world and theirs. Up there, people lived lives cushioned by wealth and comfort, their problems solved with a swipe of a cred chip or a call to the right fixer. Down here, every step was a gamble, every breath a struggle.

“Cleo!” a sharp whisper called from further down the alley. She turned to see Benji, a wiry kid barely in his teens, gesturing for her to come closer. He was flanked by Marla and Grizz, two other street rats who made up her ragtag circle. They weren’t family, not in the traditional sense, but they were the closest thing Cleo had to one.

“What’ve you got?” Marla asked, her sharp eyes darting to Cleo’s satchel.

“Something good,” Cleo replied, keeping her tone casual. “Buyer’ll love it.”

Grizz grunted, his bulk shifting as he leaned against the wall. “Just hope it’s worth the risk. Cops been crawling all over the market today.”

“It’ll be fine,” Cleo said, brushing off the warning. She pulled the data pad halfway out of her satchel to show them, the sleek surface catching the dim light. Benji whistled low, and Marla’s expression flickered with approval.

“Nice score,” Marla said, her voice tinged with a mix of admiration and envy.

They spent a few minutes strategizing, deciding where and how to offload the pad. Cleo listened, but her mind was elsewhere. The city loomed around them, a labyrinth of opportunity and danger, and Cleo couldn’t shake the gnawing emptiness that no score, no matter how good, could ever fill.

As the group dispersed, Cleo lingered for a moment, staring up at the skyline. A holographic billboard displayed an ad for some luxury service, promising a better life for those who could afford it. Cleo didn’t spare it a glance. Her life wasn’t about “better”—it was about survival. And in the city of Vesper, survival was a currency she’d learned to trade in better than most.
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Chapter 2: A Deal With Consequences
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Morning in Vesper was a performance of light and shadow, the rising sun drowned by the city’s relentless neon glow. Iris’s apartment stirred to life around her as though the space itself anticipated her every move. She awoke to the soft chiming of her biometric alarm, the sound calibrated perfectly to draw her from sleep without jarring her nerves. The bed’s temperature-adjusting fabric warmed slightly, coaxing her to rise.

“Good morning, Miss Kane,” purred the voice of her apartment’s AI assistant, Athena. It was crisp, professional, and just detached enough to be comforting. “The forecast for today is eighty percent rain, with heavy fog in the lower sectors. Your schedule is clear until 10 a.m.”

Iris stretched, the silk of her nightclothes whispering against her skin. She padded barefoot across the heated floor, the panels lighting beneath her feet in soft gold as she moved toward the bathroom. The space was a marvel of minimalist luxury, a cocoon of black stone and holographic interfaces. She stepped into the shower, where atomized water droplets enveloped her, cleansing and hydrating her skin simultaneously. The air filled with the faint scent of bergamot and lilac, tailored by the system to her preferences that day.

While the shower did its work, a stream of headlines scrolled across the frosted glass. Most were forgettable—market fluctuations, another tech conglomerate merger, a new VR experience promising total immersion. But one headline lingered in her periphery: Memory Broker Found Dead in Lower Vesper. She dismissed it with a swipe of her hand, the thought lingering only as a flicker of unease.

She emerged from the shower to find her wardrobe already prepared, an ensemble curated by Athena. A tailored jumpsuit in deep charcoal, accented with subtle circuitry patterns that pulsed faintly when the light caught them. It was sleek, professional, and just intimidating enough to remind people who they were dealing with. She slipped into it effortlessly, the fabric adjusting to fit her perfectly.

In the kitchen, her breakfast was already waiting: a nutrient-dense smoothie in a glass that seemed to hover above the counter. She sipped it absently, her gaze drifting to the city below. Vesper was awake now, a kaleidoscope of motion and color. From her vantage point, she could see the hover traffic streaming through the skyways, the shifting holograms that advertised everything from memory enhancements to bio-augments. The city never stopped. It was beautiful, and it was exhausting.

“You have an incoming message,” Athena announced, cutting through the hum of her thoughts.

“Play it,” Iris said, turning toward the holographic display that shimmered to life in the center of the room.

The message was audio-only, and the voice was filtered, distorted. “Miss Kane,” it began, low and measured, “I require your services. There is a matter of... delicate importance. Meet me at your office at noon. Further details will be provided in person.”

The message ended abruptly, leaving no trace of its origin.

Iris frowned, setting her glass down with a soft clink. Requests like this weren’t unheard of, but they usually came with a name, a face, something tangible. This felt different, off-kilter. For a moment, she considered declining. But curiosity—or perhaps the restless emptiness that gnawed at her edges—got the better of her.

“Confirm the meeting,” she said finally. “And have the hover pod ready in twenty minutes.”

Athena’s acknowledgement was almost imperceptible, and Iris moved to collect her bag, the faint hum of the city outside filling the silence. As she prepared to leave, she couldn’t shake the feeling that this day would be anything but ordinary.

———————
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THE HOVER POD GLIDED smoothly along its invisible tracks, slicing through Vesper’s layered chaos with quiet efficiency. Through the polarized glass, Iris watched the city’s intricate arteries pulse with life. Hoverbikes darted like neon dragonflies between towering spires, while holographic advertisements rippled and shifted, casting eerie, transient light over the crowds below. The city never stopped selling itself, even to someone like her, who had long since stopped paying attention.

Her console buzzed faintly, the translucent screen on her wrist lighting up with a series of inquiries. She tapped the interface, scrolling past requests for minor memory edits: a socialite wanting to erase a public embarrassment, a mid-level executive looking to boost confidence with a fabricated triumph, a young couple seeking to immortalize their wedding day. Mundane. Petty. Not worth her time. With a flick of her fingers, she dismissed the lot of them. She wasn’t in the business of small stakes.

The pod slowed as it approached her destination, hovering momentarily at an elevated intersection while other traffic weaved around it. Iris’s wrist buzzed again, but this time the call was personal. She glanced at the identifier and sighed, tapping to accept it.

Her mother’s face materialized on the screen, grainy and slightly distorted—a telltale sign of her rural connection. Behind her, the earthy hues of a sprawling field and a weathered farmhouse stood in sharp contrast to Vesper’s cold gleam.

“Iris, honey,” her mother began, her voice warm but tinged with the familiar note of worry. “You look tired. Are you sleeping enough? Eating enough?”

Iris’s lips curved into a faint smile. “I’m fine, Mom. You don’t need to worry.”

“You say that, but that city...” Her mother shook her head, her expression tightening. “It’s not safe. All those people, all that noise. It’s unnatural. You should come visit. Just for a while. Breathe some fresh air.”

“Fresh air doesn’t pay the bills,” Iris replied, keeping her tone light, though the weight behind her mother’s words wasn’t lost on her.

“It’s not all about money, Iris. You’ve got to take care of yourself, too. You’re all I’ve got, you know?” Her mother’s eyes softened, her worry giving way to quiet affection.

Iris swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. “I know, Mom. I’ll visit soon. Promise.”

Her mother’s face brightened slightly. “Good. And when you do, I’ll have your favorite pie waiting.”

“Can’t say no to that,” Iris said, her smile a little more genuine now. “I’ll call you later, okay? Love you.”

“Love you too, sweetheart. Stay safe.”

The call ended, leaving Iris alone again with the faint hum of the pod and the city’s unyielding rhythm. She stared at her reflection in the glass for a moment, the neon haze painting her features in harsh, shifting colors. Her mother’s voice lingered in her mind, a small island of warmth in an ocean of cold indifference.

The pod finally descended, docking seamlessly at the base of the building that housed her office. Iris stepped out into the rain-drenched street, the droplets sliding off the hydrophobic fabric of her jumpsuit as she moved toward the entrance. The building’s facade was a monolithic slab of glass and steel, its edges glowing faintly like the borders of an old-world photograph. She passed through the biometric scanners, their soft whirring barely audible over the muffled cacophony of the city.

Inside, the air was cool and sterile, the faint scent of ozone mingling with the hum of distant machinery. As she made her way to her office, her thoughts circled back to the cryptic message she’d received earlier. Something about it gnawed at her, a thread she couldn’t help but pull at. Who had sent it? And why the secrecy?

When she reached her door, she paused, her eyes locked on the frosted glass displaying Kane Memory Solutions, her hand hovering over the operation panel. Beyond it, her life awaited: the carefully curated space where she controlled and bartered the most intimate fragments of human existence. But today, there was an unknown variable waiting to breach her carefully maintained routine.

She exhaled slowly, her breath misting faintly in the cold light. Whatever this was, she would face it head-on. That was the only way she knew how to operate. With a sharp gesture, she unlocked the door and stepped inside, her mind already bracing for whatever lay ahead.

——————-
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THE AIR IN IRIS’S OFFICE seemed colder than usual as she waited for her mysterious client. The room, typically her sanctuary of control and precision, felt too quiet, too expectant. She paced briefly before settling into her chair, its leather sighing softly beneath her weight. The faint hum of the city outside was muted by the thick, soundproof glass, leaving her alone with the sterile hum of her console.

The door slid open without warning, its hiss breaking the silence like a blade drawn from its sheath. Iris straightened instinctively, her eyes locking onto the figure that entered. The client was tall, cloaked in a trench coat that shimmered faintly as though the fabric itself was alive, catching the faint light in strange, fluid ripples. A hood covered most of their face, leaving only a sharp jawline and the glint of something metallic at the temple that looked to be some type of facial obscuring tech.

“Miss Kane,” the voice was smooth, but there was an edge to it—something too measured, like it had been rehearsed. The tone was off, either augmented our purposely distorted to conceal their true voice. They moved closer, the coat’s subtle gleam refracting eerie rainbows across the floor. “I trust you’re the best, as they say.”
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