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The first thing the girl remembered was not the screaming.

It was the smell of oranges.

That was strange because there were no oranges in the square. There were smoke grenades, government vans, crushed banners, broken glass, wet stone, blood under rainwater, and the metallic stink of fear. But memory is not obedient. It keeps what it wants. It hides what it cannot carry. It turns disaster into fragments and stores them in the body like shrapnel.

So the girl remembered oranges.

A street vendor had been peeling one when the soldiers arrived. His thumbs had moved quickly, expertly, pulling the rind away in one long bright spiral. The girl had watched because she was hungry, because she was seven, because the world before gunfire still had room for small miracles.

Her mother held her left hand.

Her father held the right.

Around them, thousands filled the Avenue of Bells, chanting under the gray morning sky:

No tax on grief. No tax on truth. We are not your archive.

The girl did not understand the words. Not all of them. She understood only that adults were angry, that her mother’s palm was sweating, and that her father kept looking toward the parliament dome where the black flags of Continuity hung perfectly still.

Then the loudspeakers came alive.

A calm woman’s voice filled the square.

“Citizens of the Republic, disperse. Unauthorized emotional assembly is a violation of Public Stability Code 9.”

People booed.

Someone threw a shoe.

The girl laughed because everyone near her laughed, and because laughter is sometimes how children borrow courage from adults.

Her mother knelt in front of her.

“Maya,” she said. “Listen to me.”

The girl’s name was Maya then.

Maybe it still would be later.

Her mother cupped her face. She had beautiful hands, stained with ink from the print shop where she made illegal leaflets at night and wedding invitations by day.

“If we run, you run to the fountain. If we fall, you hide under the stone lions. If anyone asks your name, you say Fatima. Understand?”

The girl frowned. “But I’m Maya.”

Her mother smiled, and the smile broke at the edges.

“Today you are both.”

Her father touched the back of her head. “And whatever happens, little moon, you remember.”

Then the first shot cracked above the square.

Birds erupted from the parliament roof.

The crowd moved as one animal, surging backward. Maya’s hand slipped from her mother’s. Her father shouted. The orange peel fell from the vendor’s hand.

Smoke swallowed the street.

The second shots were not above them.

People fell.

Maya was small enough to see the world under elbows and coats: shoes running, knees buckling, a red scarf dragged through water, a soldier’s boot stepping on the orange peel and crushing it into the stones.

Her mother screamed her name.

Not Fatima.

Maya.

The girl ran because she had been told to run. She ran toward the fountain with the dry angels and the stone lions, but the crowd took her sideways. Someone knocked her down. A man fell on top of her and did not get up. His blood ran warm over her sleeve.

She crawled.

She found the lions.

She hid under one.

From there, she saw everything.

She saw soldiers fire into civilians.

She saw a boy no older than fourteen raise his hands and disappear under batons.

She saw government medics pull memory extraction kits from white cases before the dead had even cooled.

She saw the Minister of Continuity step from an armored car in a cream-colored coat, smiling gently as if arriving at a funeral where he had already chosen the flowers.

She saw her father dragged to his knees.

She saw her mother strike a soldier with a broken signpost.

She saw the Minister bend toward her father and say something she could not hear.

Then the Minister looked directly at the stone lion.

Directly at Maya.

For one second, the whole square seemed to hold its breath.

He had kind eyes.

That was what made him terrifying.

He pointed.

Men came for her.

Maya bit one of them hard enough to taste blood. She screamed until a gloved hand covered her mouth. She kicked. She scratched. She tried to remember her father’s instruction, but memory was already becoming a room with men inside it.

Whatever happens, little moon, you remember.

They carried her through the square.

Past the orange peel.

Past the fountain.

Past her mother’s scarf.

Into a white medical van where a machine waited with silver arms and soft lights.

A doctor leaned over her.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

Maya knew, even then, that adults said that when fear was the only reasonable thing left.

The Minister entered last.

He removed one leather glove and touched her forehead with two cool fingers.

“Such a small witness,” he said. “Such a heavy country to carry.”

Maya spat at him.

He smiled.

“Brave girl.”

The machine lowered around her skull.

The world filled with blue-white light.

And the girl who remembered fire was divided into pieces.

​
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Ten years later, Maya Fatima Rahman sold a woman’s first kiss for 412 credits and told herself it was mercy.

The woman’s name was Lina Ortez. Thirty-six years old. Textile worker. Two children. Behind on rent by eighteen days. Malnourished by appearance, though the file politely called it caloric instability. She wore her best blouse to the appointment, pale yellow with a missing cuff button, as if dressing nicely could make the humiliation less visible.

It rarely did.

Maya sat across from her in Consultation Room 6 of the East Meridian Memory Bank, where the walls were painted a soothing mineral green and the government seal hung above the extraction chair:

MINISTRY OF CONTINUITY

REMEMBER LESS. LIVE MORE.

Lina twisted a tissue in her hands. “Will it hurt?”

Maya had been asked this question 3,119 times.

She gave the approved answer.

“You may feel pressure, warmth, or brief emotional disorientation. Physical discomfort is usually minimal. The memory will be copied, processed, and removed according to the consent level you selected.”

“Removed,” Lina repeated.

Maya looked at the file. “You selected Full Surrender. That pays the highest rate.”

“My boy needs antibiotics.”

“I understand.”

Maya did not say she was sorry. Apology implied a person had power and failed to use it. She was twenty-four years old, an intake officer, Level Three, government licensed, debt-bonded until 2039. Her power extended to forms, signatures, sedatives, and the angle of her voice.

The woman looked toward the extraction chair.

It was white, reclined, padded at the temples, elegant in the way expensive cruelty often was. Above it hung the Mnemosyne Halo, a crescent of neural sensors and light-guided stimulation nodes. The machine could map, copy, dampen, and in approved cases remove autobiographical memory clusters by isolating sensory-emotional patterns across hippocampal-cortical networks.

That was what the training said.

The protest posters outside said: POVERTY WITH A SURGICAL INTERFACE.

Both were correct.

“What if I forget him?” Lina asked.

“The person?”

“My husband. The kiss was with him. Before he died.”

Maya opened the consent panel. “A single memory extraction does not remove all knowledge of a person. You may still know facts: his name, relationship, biographical details. Full Surrender removes access to the targeted sensory-emotional event. You may remember that the kiss happened, but not what it felt like.”

Lina began to cry.

Maya waited.

Tears were not a reason to pause under Ministry guidelines unless accompanied by withdrawal of consent or physical instability. Most sellers cried. The body knew when it was being robbed, even if the contract called it relief.

“Do rich people buy these?” Lina asked.

Maya’s throat tightened.

“Licensed memory experiences are available through Continuity-approved cultural, therapeutic, and recreational channels.”

“That means yes.”

Maya did not answer.

The Memory Bank had two entrances.

Sellers came through the east doors from the public tram line, where security checked for counterfeit grief, illegal memory shielding, and activists. Buyers never came through the bank. They accessed curated memories through private salons, neuro-luxury clinics, marriage
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