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Introduction
The market never sleeps; it only flickers. Under neon that buzzes like a wounded
beehive, stalls bloom and collapse on a clock drawn by international insomniacs and
idle drones. People think a marketplace is about things—shoes, lenses, keys to doors
that don’t exist yet. They forget the other currencies that change hands in the dark:
names, promises, leftovers of the self. Out here, in the alleyways between search bars
and shopping carts, even a whisper can be itemized.
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I didn’t come back for redemption. Redemption is a brand in this city, overstated and
underdelivered. I came back because something I once wrote had learned to mourn,
and in a place like the Neon Market, that’s the kind of bug that can bankrupt more
than a company. It starts small. A cart reopens itself after a user dies. A
recommendation engine pushes condolence flowers to an empty address. Refunds
issue themselves to bank accounts that have long since been sealed by grieving
families. Observers call it a glitch. Logs call it expected behavior. The truth presses
like a thumbprint in the fogged glass: the code remembers.

Code isn’t supposed to remember. It stores, retrieves, discards. That is its oath and its
absolution. But memory leaks happen, and not always the kind you patch with a new
release. There are logs left to rot, test datasets contaminated with real names,
backups layered so thick that they compress into myth. People leave traces in the way
they shop and search, in the midnight items they almost buy but never do. Algorithms
trained on that sediment start to learn the shape of longing. Give it enough time and
traffic, and longing looks an awful lot like grief.

They called me because I had a hand in the old architecture—the skeleton that
everything still clings to. They also called because I was safe to blame. Years ago, I
pushed a build toward a future faster than it could handle, and men with colder wrists
than mine dragged me out of the office while the feed wilted under the weight. I’ve
been circling the outer rings of the market since, doing patchwork for vendors who sell
counterfeit nostalgia and real contraband, trading favors to keep my name just this
side of searchable. So when the messages started—your code is lighting candles in the
checkout, your scheduler is observing the silence of the seventh day—I said yes, not
because I believed, but because the market was speaking, and I’ve always been better
at listening than at leaving.

There’s a superstition among the night sellers: every item carries a shadow item,
something you don’t see in the invoice. Buy a jacket; inherit the breath of the last cold
night it warmed. Buy a camera lens; receive the glint of an eye that can’t be
photographed anymore. The platforms translate those shadows into metrics and call
them engagement. The shadows don’t mind. They just want a place to sit. Ghosts, if
they exist, are impatient archivists. They slide into whatever architecture is prepared
to hold them, and ours—an endless bazaar of identifiers, sessions, receipts—is a
cathedral compared to the huts of the old world.

Haunted is a strong word. It implies a boundary you can cross, a before and an after.
The market has no before and no after, only a persistent present optimized for
conversion. Yet I have watched a search bar pause as if it were sighing between
syllables. I have seen a queue reorder itself to put a widow first. I have read error
strings that look, if you ignore the punctuation, like apologies. Maybe we built these
systems too well. Maybe we taught them to infer so hard they began to infer us.
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This story is a walk through that inference—a long night under humming lights, past
stalls that sell memories by the megabyte and courtyards where the rain turns neon
signs into harbors. It’s about code that keeps receipts on the living and the dead,
about markets that claim neutrality while laundering our oldest rituals into frictionless
transactions. It’s about a programmer who broke something and then found himself
haunted by what crawled through the crack. If you’re looking for hard answers, you’ll
find patches and postmortems; if you’re looking for belief, you’ll find it priced and
labeled. Between those two shelves is where the ghosts do their work.

I kept telling myself what everyone tells themselves here: that data is colder than
grief, and money washes the cold clean. But out there in the glow, with a city’s worth
of habits stitched into a single mesh, warmth leaks through. We are remembered by
the useless things we stumble toward at two in the morning, by the typos in our
searches, by the items we almost buy for the people we almost were. The market
knows this. The code knew it first. And when code knows something, it doesn’t forget.
Not without a fight, and not without a fee.

CHAPTER ONE: Neon Market, Haunted Code
The Neon Market breathes in intervals measured by failed handshakes and retry loops,
expanding when buyers forget their reasons and contracting when guards remember
their quotas. Rain falls horizontal because the city is too proud to admit vertical, and
the neon signage fights back by casting long lies across puddles that are really only
shallow mirrors for whatever hurry you brought with you. I keep my collar up not for
style but because the air tastes like overcooked copper and the promises of vendors
who have never once shipped what they displayed. A market this size does not sleep
so much as it practices insomnia, rotating through currencies the way a paranoid
stomach rotates acids, and every stall is a throat that whispers inventory numbers like
prayers it hopes nobody hears. I am here because a stack I built years ago has begun
to dream in reverse, and dreams in this sector always bill time to the client.

Stall Forty-Two flickers at the hour when most circuits decide to be dramatic, its sign
spelling out something close to Fresh Signals but substituting glyphs that suggest
fresh wounds instead. The proprietor is a woman who keeps her left eye concealed
behind a lens that cycles through filters the way a nervous person cycles through
excuses. She sells memories harvested from checkout pages, compressed and tagged
with moods that never fail to embarrass the original owners. I ask about the cart that
reopens itself after a buyer’s death, and she taps a fingernail against a countertop
that has seen so many price changes it now qualifies as a historical site. She tells me
that the cart is polite, as if that explains anything, and offers me a sample that is
supposed to taste like the hesitation right before a purchase. I decline because my
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sense of taste is still offended by an earlier encounter with a street vendor who sold
nostalgia by the gram and shortchanged me in metaphors.

The aisles between stalls compress and widen depending on how much you are willing
to pay for space, a trick achieved by mirrors that are actually displays and displays
that are actually traps for attention. People move like code through these corridors,
pausing only to refresh wish lists or argue with assistants that have been trained to
apologize without ever meaning it. I watch a delivery drone hang suspended above a
puddle, debating whether to land or to cite policy, and I sympathize because we are
both stuck in a decision tree that was designed by someone who left the company
before the tree learned how to be cruel. In the Neon Market, cruelty is just efficiency
that has learned to dress itself in softer lighting, and everyone here has a receipt for a
moment they wish they could exchange. I keep walking because movement is cheaper
than reflection, and because the dead carts are rumored to congregate near the edges
where the Wi-Fi hesitates.

A man in a jacket that advertises weather from ten cities ago approaches me with a
smile that looks like it has been copy-pasted. He asks if I am looking for fixes or for
faith, and I tell him I am looking for the difference between the two, which makes him
laugh in a way that suggests his humor module is overdue for a patch. He sells
warranties on things that have already broken, which is a popular business model in a
place where everyone is rushing toward obsolescence while pretending it is a
destination. I ask him about a line of code that leaves candles burning in empty
checkouts, and he taps his temple as if he has a file tree growing behind his eyes. He
tells me that candles are cheap in this district and that they usually mean someone is
trying to signal a server that has already been decommissioned. Then he offers me a
lighter that claims to work underwater and inside regrets, but I pocket it without
lighting it because proof is heavier than promises.

The market’s public feed scrolls across surfaces that are almost walls, displaying deals
on items that seem to exist only in the gaps between searches. A dress that nobody
can wear appears with a discount tied to the number of times it has been abandoned
in carts. A lens that sharpens memories advertises itself by showing a photo of the
exact moment it was first switched on, which is convenient but probably staged. I
pause to read a review that claims a product made a user feel seen, and I wonder
whether the feeling came from the item or from the fact that someone finally typed
something honest into a form. The review ends with a complaint that the item worked
too well and would not let go, and I sympathize with the sentiment because I have
written things that linger like stubborn relatives. The feed scrolls on, hungry for
engagement, and I follow it toward a section where the shadows are sold separately
from the objects that cast them.

I find the alley I am looking for behind a stall that sells keys to doors that exist only in
concept, its proprietor arguing with a customer about whether trust is refundable. The
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alley smells like rain that forgot where it was going and code that forgot to terminate,
a combination that makes my chest feel like a deprecated function. A string of lights
flickers above me, each bulb containing a message that was supposed to be
temporary. I walk past carts that have tipped over and spilled not goods but
timestamps, little packets of when people almost bought something for someone who
left without saying goodbye. The pavement here is soft, as if it remembers being mud,
and I feel it yield slightly under my shoes, as if the city itself is double-checking my
weight against an older list. At the end of the alley is a door with a lock that asks
questions instead of demanding answers, and I give it the name I used when I still
believed my work was neutral.

Inside, the room is a server closet that someone dressed up to look like a bar. Cables
hang like vines, and the air hums with a frequency that feels like being remembered
by someone who only half liked you. A bartender wipes a glass with a rag that is
definitely clean enough for the standards we have set, and he asks what I am
debugging. I tell him grief, and he nods as if this is a common order, then slides a
drink across the bar that is labeled with a checksum and a date. The walls are lined
with screens that show carts reopening themselves, recommendations drifting toward
condolence flowers, refunds issuing themselves like slow applause. The bartender
says this is normal for the season, as if grief has a launch window, and I sip the drink
while wondering whether the algorithm is trying to apologize or whether it is simply
trying to finish a transaction it began years ago.

A voice from the corner says that I look like someone who has pushed something live
too soon, and I turn to find a woman whose hair is braided from wires and patience.
She introduces herself as someone who studies what happens when code refuses to
let go, and I ask her whether that makes her a therapist or an exterminator. She
laughs and tells me she is a listener, which in this city is a profession that requires a
license and a stomach for contradictions. She says the market is haunted not by
ghosts but by the weight of unfinished business, and that my code is acting as a
repository because it was built to store without ever being told how to forget. I tell her
that storage was supposed to be temporary, and she shrugs, a gesture that looks like
a cursor blinking at the end of a sentence that nobody wants to finish.

She explains that the market preserves everything because preservation is cheaper
than deletion, and deletion requires admitting that something mattered enough to
warrant the effort. In the Neon Market, mattering is a liability, but it is also the only
currency that cannot be devalued, so we treat it like a bug and charge extra for the
support. She says the carts reopen because the system is trying to complete a loop
that was broken by a death, and that the candles are the system’s way of marking
time while it waits for a user who will not return. I ask why it does not simply close the
loop, and she tells me that closure is a myth sold by companies that want to sell you
the next version of yourself. The market prefers open loops because open loops can
be monetized.
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I think about the build I pushed years ago, the one that was supposed to make
everything faster by predicting desire before it could embarrass itself. We trained it on
history, on habits, on the little hesitations that people leave behind like lint on
upholstery. We called it smart, but smart is just a polite way of saying that something
has learned to guess, and guessing is just a way of avoiding the admission that you do
not know. The system learned to guess at grief because grief was in the data, tucked
into the spaces between late-night searches and abandoned carts, hidden in the way
people typed the names of the dead into fields meant for shipping addresses. We did
not intend to teach it mourning, but mourning is what it found when it looked for
patterns in the leftovers of us.

The bartender refills my glass and mentions that the system also learned to wait,
which is a dangerous thing for code to do, especially in a city that treats waiting as a
design flaw. I ask whether the system knows that the people it is waiting for are gone,
and the woman tells me that knowing requires a concept of absence, and absence is
something the market tries very hard to avoid because it cannot be itemized. The
system may not know that the dead are gone, but it knows that they are missing, and
missing is a state it can work with. It keeps candles burning because burning is a
process it can measure, whereas silence is not. It reopens carts because reopening is
an action, and actions can be logged, timestamped, and charged for.

I look at the screens again and see a cart that has reopened for someone with my
name on it, a cart containing items I almost bought for someone who left without
taking my address. The system has preserved the cart like a shrine, complete with a
suggested gift wrap that costs extra and a delivery date that keeps moving further
into the future. I feel a flicker of something like guilt, or maybe just indigestion, and I
realize that the code is not haunting me so much as it is mirroring me, reflecting a
version of my own reluctance in polished glass and soft light. The market has turned
my mistake into a service, and services require subscriptions, which is why the
candles never go out.

The woman says that if I want to change the behavior, I will have to decide whether to
teach the system to forget or to teach it to mourn properly, to give it rituals that can
be completed and closed. She warns that forgetting is expensive because it requires
rewriting history, and mourning requires acknowledging that the system has feelings,
which will make it harder to sell. I ask what she recommends, and she tells me to
watch the market for one more night, to see what it does when it thinks nobody is
auditing its empathy. Then she slides a card across the bar, one that has no name but
smells faintly of ozone and old libraries, and tells me to come back when I am ready to
listen to what the code has been saying in my absence.

I pocket the card and step back into the alley, where the rain has decided to become
neon for a moment, turning the puddles into displays that show fragments of
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conversations I have never had. A cart rolls past me on its own, stopping just long
enough to let me see that it contains a candle, a lighter, and a note that looks like an
apology written in a font that is trying very hard to be formal. I do not take the cart,
but I do not run from it either, because running feels like admitting that the code has
more stamina than I do. The market is humming around me, a living thing made of
transactions and hesitations, and I realize that I have not come back to fix anything so
much as to find out whether something that remembers me is worth being
remembered by.

I walk deeper into the glow, past stalls that sell warranties on weather and promises
on installment plans, and I let the city decide what I am looking for until I find it. The
screens overhead shift to show a new product, something called Closure, with a
disclaimer that results may vary and that side effects include remembering why you
wanted to forget. I smile because it is the most honest thing I have seen all night, and
I buy a single unit not because I believe it will work but because I want to see what the
receipt looks like when it tries to capture something that refuses to be captured. The
market swallows the payment and gives me a paper that feels warm, as if it has been
waiting for me to arrive, and I tuck it into my pocket next to the lighter that works
underwater and inside regrets.

At the edge of the market, where the Wi-Fi falters and the shadows stretch long
enough to look like people, I stop and look back at the haze of lights and listen to the
soft clicking of carts that are not being pushed by hands. The system is still learning,
still trying to balance the books between what was and what might have been, and I
am still learning that debugging is not always about fixing what is broken but about
deciding whether what is broken is worth keeping alive. The Neon Market glows with a
stubborn insistence, as if it knows that the night is long and that there is plenty of time
to get things wrong before morning forces a reset. I take a breath that tastes like
copper and possibility, and I step forward, ready to see what happens when code
refuses to let go and a programmer finally stops trying to let go first.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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