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Faces for Sale

The Echo in the Glass

The first thing Nour did each morning was lose her name. It dissolved in the harsh light of her small apartment, stripped away by the fractured geography of her own reflection. She saw it not in a mirror—she hadn’t owned one in seven years—but in the dark, glossy screen of the nutrient synthesizer in her kitchen. There, a distorted face stared back, a familiar ruin she was forced to confront before she could even taste the day’s bland, grey sustenance.

Her scars were a constellation of bad memories, a roadmap of the fire that had claimed her childhood. They pulled the skin taut across her left cheek, creating a permanent, grim approximation of a smile. Her left eye, a milky orb of damaged tissue, wept a tear she could never feel. The right side of her face remained untouched, a cruel reminder of the symmetry she had lost, a perfect half-portrait of a girl who no longer existed.

She averted her gaze, her real one, and focused on the ritual. She wrapped a sterile gauze pad over the weeping eye and secured it with thin, flesh-toned adhesive strips. Then came the hood of her worn jacket, a soft, grey cowl she could pull low to cast her features in shadow. It was her armor, her cloak of invisibility. Only then, shrouded and obscured, could she begin to feel something akin to a person again.

Outside her window, the city of Aethelburg hummed with a life that felt alien to her. Towering chrome spires pierced the perpetual overcast sky, their surfaces crawling with shimmering holographic advertisements. They showcased perfect smiles and flawless skin, selling the latest models from Elysian Dynamics or the bespoke creations of Chimera Corp. These were the Faces that defined their era—assets more valuable than property, currencies more stable than any credit.

Her commute was a daily exercise in self-effacement. She descended into the Undercity transit network, a labyrinth of grimy tunnels where the city’s opulent facade peeled away to reveal a rusted, decaying skeleton. Here, the air was thick with the scent of ozone and recycled air, and the people were a different breed. They were the Glitches, the Blanks, the ones left behind by the relentless march of aesthetic perfectionism.

She kept her head down, her hooded form just one more shadow among many. The train car was a moving gallery of societal strata. Across from her sat a man with a Series 7 Elysian face, his features so perfectly symmetrical they looked inhuman, his expression locked in a state of placid contentment. His polished look earned him a wide berth, a bubble of respect built on the silent acknowledgement of his wealth and status.

Beside him, a young woman nervously touched her own face, a clear sign of a budget Digital Overlay. The projection flickered almost imperceptibly at the edges, a cheap illusion that fooled no one but was just enough to pass the ubiquitous identity scanners. She was aspiring, desperate not to be seen as a Blank—those who wore the default, featureless face assigned at birth to the system’s poorest citizens.

Nour felt a familiar pang of something colder than envy. It was a hollow longing for a state of being she couldn’t even properly imagine: to be seen without being judged, to meet someone’s gaze without seeing pity or revulsion reflected back. Her scarred face was worse than being a Blank. It was a statement, a story no one wanted to read. She was a historical document of pain in a world that only valued the pristine, unwritten page.

Her destination was a small, dusty pocket of the old city, a district the relentless modernization had somehow overlooked. She worked in a place that was an anomaly, a museum of the obsolete. “Silas’s Curios & Restorations” was a dimly lit shop filled with artifacts from a bygone era—physical books with brittle pages, oil paintings with cracked surfaces, and her specialty, original photographic prints from a time before Faces became a commodity.

Mr. Silas was a relic himself, a man whose deeply lined face was a testament to a life lived, not a product purchased. He valued Nour for her hands, not her face. He saw the meticulous patience in her work, the almost reverent way she handled the fragile memories of others. Her fingers, nimble and precise, could mend the torn corners of a photograph or restore the faded colors of a daguerreotype with an artist’s touch.
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