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Introduction
In the city of New Avalon, secrets are currency, and the most precious secrets are
locked in the caverns of the human mind. Those who can unlock and trade memories
hold a subtle but undeniable power—a power exercised in smoke-filled backrooms,
glittering penthouses, and forgotten underways that snake beneath the pulse of
metropolis life. Here, "memory brokers" ply their forbidden trade for a clientele
ranging from desperate outcasts longing for reprieve to the insatiably curious elite,
ever hungry for new thrills or devastating leverage. In this world, stolen pasts and
manufactured identities have become the ultimate commodity.

Among the most skilled in this dangerous profession is Maya Lin, an expert at
extracting, cataloging, and transacting memories without leaving a trace. Her
reputation is built on discretion, precision, and an unspoken code: Never ask about
why, never judge the value of a memory, and never let yourself care. Yet each job
chips away at that code, for the memories she handles are not just data—they are
pieces of souls, fragments of joy, regret, love, and pain that shape who her clients
truly are.

Maya understands better than most the cost of tampering with memory. Haunted by
undisclosed traumas and half-remembered truths of her own, she walks a tightrope
between detachment and empathy. She tells herself it’s just business, that what her
clients choose to forget or reclaim is their concern, not hers. But the line blurs when
the ghosts of her work begin to slip into her dreams, and the boundaries between her
own recollections and her clients’ spill at the edges.

The city’s memory trade is evolving, driven by both legal innovation and illicit
ambition. Technologies once confined to clandestine labs are now accessible through
back-alley surgeons and unregulated tech dens, making the promise—and threat—of
memory manipulation ubiquitous. In this thriving market, the most dangerous
memories aren’t always the ones people want to forget, but those stolen for leverage,
blackmail, or something darker. All it takes is the wrong memory in the wrong hands
to topple reputations, destroy lives, or catch the attention of powerful players who
would kill to keep their secrets buried.

As Maya reflects on her role in this precarious ecosystem, she’s resigned herself to the
risks—until a pleading widow arrives with a plea that upends her routine: Recover her
late husband’s most cherished memory, that she insists was stolen as he lay dying. A
simple job becomes anything but, and Maya is drawn into a complex conspiracy that
threatens not only the memory trade she’s helped build, but the very foundation of
her own identity.
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Standing between the past and the future, Maya will discover that the only thing more
dangerous than losing your memories… is discovering the ones someone never
wanted you to find. In New Avalon, memory is a weapon—and Maya Lin is about to
learn what happens when the broker becomes the mark.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Widow's Request
The chime of Maya’s private elevator was a low, resonant hum, a sound so subtle it
often went unnoticed by those unaccustomed to the quiet luxury of her penthouse
office. For Maya, it was the opening note of a new client, a new puzzle, a new life to
dip her fingers into. She glanced at the bio-screen embedded in her obsidian desk. 
Eleanor Vance. Widow. Age: 58. Residence: Azure Towers, Upper Arcology. Reason for
visit: Memory Retrieval.

The data was sparse, which was how Maya preferred it. Preconceived notions were like
static on a neuro-link. She ran a hand over the cool, polished surface of her desk,
feeling the faint vibrations of the city far below. New Avalon was a tapestry of light
and shadow, innovation and desperation. And right now, desperation was ascending
her private shaft.

Eleanor Vance entered, a wraith in tailored black, her posture a testament to recent
grief. Her eyes, however, held a peculiar glint, a mixture of profound sorrow and an
unyielding resolve. She wasn't just sad; she was on a mission. Maya offered a polite,
almost imperceptible nod, gesturing to the ergonomic chair opposite her. It was
designed to cradle the body, to encourage relaxation, a subtle tool in the memory
broker’s arsenal.

“Ms. Vance,” Maya’s voice was smooth, a low alto that rarely betrayed emotion.
“Thank you for coming.”

Eleanor settled into the chair, her gaze sweeping across the minimalist office – the
panoramic window offering a dizzying view of the city, the single, abstract sculpture,
the sleek memory consoles subtly integrated into the walls. No personal touches, no
distractions. Just efficiency and a quiet, almost sterile, professionalism. “Ms. Lin. I
appreciate you seeing me on such short notice.” Her voice was tight, carefully
modulated to mask the tremor beneath.

“My schedule is flexible for… unique situations,” Maya replied, leaning back slightly.
Her own movements were fluid, economical. She wore a dark, form-fitting tunic,
devoid of embellishment. In her line of work, anonymity was a virtue. “You mentioned
a memory retrieval. Can you elaborate on the circumstances?”

Eleanor took a deep breath, her fingers clasping and unclasping in her lap. “My
husband, Arthur Vance. He passed away two weeks ago. Suddenly. A cerebral
aneurysm.” Her voice hitched on the last two words. “He was at home, in bed. I… I
was with him. In his final moments.”
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Maya listened, her expression unreadable. Grief was a powerful motivator, often
driving people to seek closure in unconventional ways. Memory retrieval for a loved
one was not uncommon, usually to preserve a fading moment, or to revisit a shared
joy. But something in Eleanor’s tone suggested this was different.

“My husband was… he had a brilliant mind,” Eleanor continued, her gaze fixed on a
distant point in the cityscape. “He was an architect, an innovator. Always designing,
always creating.” A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through her. “In his last few
breaths, he… he seemed to be reaching for something. Not a physical object.
Something internal. He was lucid for a moment, just before… before he was gone. He
whispered something.”

Maya waited, patiently. This was the moment the client revealed the true nature of
their request.

“He said, ‘The garden… they took the garden.’ And then he was gone.” Eleanor’s eyes
finally met Maya’s, raw with a mix of despair and a fierce, unyielding certainty. “He
wasn’t speaking metaphorically, Ms. Lin. Arthur had a lifetime memory, a core
memory, if you will, that he cherished above all others. A specific memory of a
childhood garden. It shaped him. Defined him. And I believe it was stolen from him.”

Maya felt a subtle shift in the air, a prickle of unease. Stolen. It was a word rarely used
in her legitimate practice. Memories could be erased, recalled, implanted even, with
varying degrees of ethical murky water. But stolen implied a forced extraction, a
violation. This wasn't a standard bereavement case.

“Stolen?” Maya repeated, her voice betraying nothing. “That is a very serious
accusation, Ms. Vance. How could such a thing happen?”

Eleanor leaned forward, her composure cracking slightly. “I don’t know the how. All I
know is that Arthur kept a neuro-log of his most significant memories. It’s a habit he
cultivated from his days as a student of cognitive architecture. He’d review them,
refine them, sometimes even enhance them. And the ‘garden’ memory, as he called it,
was always there. Until now.”

She pulled a slim, polished data-slate from her handbag and slid it across the desk. “I
accessed his neuro-log after his passing, as per his instructions. All the other
significant memories are there. His college graduation, the day we met, the
groundbreaking for his first major project. But the garden memory… it’s gone. A blank
space. A void where it should be.”

Maya picked up the slate. The interface glowed faintly, displaying a complex web of
neural pathways and memory clusters. She navigated to the designated section.
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Indeed, a significant node, labeled “The Whispering Garden,” showed a corrupted file,
a data integrity error that effectively rendered it inaccessible, or, more accurately,
nonexistent. It wasn't just missing; it had been surgically removed. A clean cut,
precise. Too precise.

“This is… unusual,” Maya murmured, her eyes scanning the error logs. The removal
timestamp was just hours before Arthur Vance’s death. “This wasn’t a natural
degradation, Ms. Vance. This was an intentional deletion, or extraction.”

Eleanor nodded, a grim satisfaction mingling with her grief. “I knew it. He wouldn’t
have just erased it. Not that one. It was the foundation of his creativity, his peace.”
Her voice dropped, becoming a near whisper. “Someone took it. And I want it back. No
matter the cost.”

Maya set the slate down, the implications settling like a cold weight. Legal memory
work involved consensual transfers, therapeutic removals, or carefully regulated
historical archiving. What Eleanor was describing was a crime, bordering on
psychological assault. And the fact that it occurred at the moment of death made it
even more audacious.

“Retrieving a stolen memory, especially one of such core significance, is incredibly
complex,” Maya stated, her gaze unwavering. “It often leaves residual damage. And
finding the perpetrator… that is a different order of magnitude entirely.”

“I understand the risks,” Eleanor said, her voice firm. “I don’t care about residual
damage to his mind; he’s gone. I care about the memory itself. I want to know who
took it, and why. And I want it back, so I can give him peace. Or at least, understand
what he was fighting for in his final moments.” Her eyes pleaded, not for pity, but for
action.

Maya studied her, the quiet resolve beneath the widow’s grief. This wasn't about a
simple sentimental retrieval. This was about uncovering a truth. And Maya, despite her
rigid code of detachment, felt a flicker of something she rarely acknowledged:
curiosity. And a faint, almost imperceptible echo of her own fragmented past.

“My fee for an investigation of this nature would be substantial,” Maya warned, testing
Eleanor’s resolve. “And success is not guaranteed. This kind of manipulation requires
highly specialized, and almost certainly illicit, technology and expertise.”

Eleanor reached into her handbag again, pulling out a small, encrypted data chip. She
placed it on the desk next to the slate. “This chip contains the authorization to transfer
any funds necessary from Arthur’s estate. Money is not an object, Ms. Lin. Justice is.
And peace for my husband.” Her voice was steady, unwavering. “Will you take the
case?”
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The chip hummed with the promise of resources, but it was the look in Eleanor’s eyes
that truly swayed Maya. A desperate, almost dangerous determination. This wasn't a
bereaved widow clinging to a phantom. This was a woman on the precipice of
something far larger.

Maya picked up the chip, feeling its cool weight. “I’ll start with an initial scan of the
neuro-log and cross-reference known illicit memory manipulation patterns. It will take
time.” Her answer wasn’t an enthusiastic ‘yes,’ but it wasn't a ‘no’ either. It was a
commitment to investigate, a cautious step onto unfamiliar ground.

“Thank you, Ms. Lin,” Eleanor said, a breath of relief escaping her lips. Her face, still
etched with sorrow, now held a sliver of hope. “I knew you were the one. Your
reputation precedes you.”

Maya offered a small, almost imperceptible nod. Reputation. It was a double-edged
sword in her world. It brought clients, yes. But it also attracted attention. The kind of
attention that often led to shadows, to questions, and to dangers she usually avoided.
As Eleanor Vance rose to leave, a chilling thought settled in Maya’s mind: this wasn’t
just about a stolen memory. This was about something Arthur Vance knew, something
so vital it had to be forcibly erased, even in death. And Maya Lin, the meticulous,
detached memory broker, was now firmly on the trail of a truth someone had gone to
extreme lengths to bury. The game, it seemed, had already begun.
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