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Author’s Note
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The Exported Dead is a work of fiction and the second book in The Memory Tax Series, following The Things We Paid to Forget. Its countries, governments, memory markets, laws, institutions, characters, and political events are invented. The novel uses speculative technology to explore real human concerns: poverty, coercion, trauma, memory, truth, historical violence, surveillance, international inequality, museums, private ownership of culture, and the way powerful systems profit from other people’s pain.

This sequel continues Maya’s story after the fall of the Memory Tax in East Meridian. The first book asked: Which memory would you sell to survive?

This book asks a larger question:

Who owns the dead when their memories have already been sold?
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PROLOGUE — THE WOMAN WHO BOUGHT A MASSACRE
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Lady Celeste Armand purchased the sound of a dying woman for 2.7 million aurics and considered it a bargain.

The auction house called it Lot 17: Untitled Maternal Distress Fragment, Republic Origin, Pre-Reform, Extremely Rare. The catalog avoided vulgarity. It did not say scream. It did not say massacre. It did not say that the dying woman’s daughter had once hidden beneath a stone lion while a government divided her witness into sellable pieces.

Catalog language existed to keep buyers comfortable.

Celeste sat alone in a private memory salon overlooking the rainy cliffs of Saint Orison, a sovereign city-state built from old banking laws, private docks, museum foundations, diplomatic immunity, and the belief that money should never be embarrassed by borders.

Beyond the glass, the sea struck black rocks below. Inside, the room was warm, scented with white tea and mineral smoke. A technician in pearl-gray gloves fitted a neural crown over Celeste’s silver hair.

“Intensity preference, Lady Armand?”

“Full.”

The technician hesitated. “This fragment is classified as severe affective trauma. Full access may cause respiratory distress, panic, involuntary grief response, or identity echo.”

Celeste smiled. “My dear, I did not pay for a watercolor.”

The technician lowered her eyes. “Of course.”

Celeste had collected memory for thirty years. Not common memories. Not first kisses, festival mornings, school victories, or rented heartbreak from fashionable grief salons. Those were for new money and actresses seeking depth. Celeste collected history before history became public.

The last meal of a condemned poet.

The smell of a library burned during a coup.

A child’s view of a border crossing.

The heartbeat of a singer before her final performance.

The terror of a banker who realized the revolution had reached his gate.

Memory was the only art form that still made the body honest.

Paintings could flatter. Sculptures could lie. Films could be edited. But a genuine memory fragment, properly preserved, carried the wet fingerprint of a soul.

Celeste owned 11,842 of them.

Some people called collectors like her parasites.

Celeste preferred custodians.

The technician dimmed the lights.

“Beginning immersion.”

The neural crown warmed.

Rain vanished.

The salon vanished.

Celeste entered the scream.

At first there was smoke.

Then bells.

Then wet stone under small hands.

No, not hands. A child’s hands. Scraped, shaking, hidden beneath a carved animal. A woman’s voice tore through gunfire, not as performance but as biological command.

Maya!

The sound struck Celeste so hard her back arched in the chair.

She saw nothing clearly. That was the beauty of severe fragments. They did not explain themselves. They possessed. A red ribbon. A cream-colored coat. A soldier’s boot crushing orange peel. A mother dying with her daughter’s name in her mouth.

Celeste gasped.

Tears ran into her hairline.

The fragment ended.

The room returned.

For several seconds she could not speak.

The technician waited with professional alarm.

Celeste removed the neural crown herself.

“Again,” she whispered.

“My lady, medical protocol requires recovery time.”

“Again.”

Before the technician could answer, the salon doors opened.

A man entered without permission.

He was young, dark-skinned, beautifully dressed in a black coat too plain to be fashionable by accident. His eyes were kind in a way Celeste distrusted immediately.

The technician stiffened. “Sir, this is a private chamber.”

The man held up a diplomatic seal.

The technician went pale and left without another word.

Celeste dabbed her cheeks with a silk cloth. “You have poor timing.”

“I’m told grief collectors prefer interruption. It preserves the aftertaste.”

She studied him. “You are not police.”

“No.”

“Not a thief. You came through the front.”

“No.”

“Lawyer?”

“Worse.”

He sat across from her without invitation.

“My name is Julian Sayegh.”

The surname landed oddly.

Sayegh.

The dead woman in the fragment had worn that name before the Republic turned her into product.

Celeste smiled slowly. “How theatrical.”

Julian’s face did not change. “You purchased a restricted fragment from the Avenue massacre.”

“I purchased an authenticated historical memory through licensed intermediaries.”

“The license was forged.”

“That is a seller’s concern.”

“No,” Julian said. “It is now yours.”

Celeste laughed softly. “Young man, I have survived six governments, three asset freezes, one husband, two investigations, and a museum ethics tribunal chaired by a woman wearing stolen pearls. Do not threaten me with paperwork.”

Julian leaned forward.

“I’m not here for paperwork. I’m here because the woman whose scream you bought was my aunt.”

The room cooled.

Celeste looked toward the locked archive wall where Lot 17 had already been copied into her private vault.

“How interesting,” she said.

“How obscene,” he replied.

The word was not shouted. That made it worse.

Celeste stood and walked to the window. Rain streaked down the glass. Below, waves broke themselves against rock because even the sea, for all its violence, had learned repetition.

“Do you know why people like me collect memory?” she asked.

“Because ownership is the only way the rich know how to feel.”

She smiled despite herself. “Good line. Incomplete. We collect because governments destroy archives when truth becomes inconvenient. Families lie. Witnesses die. Museums sanitize. Courts seal. But memory, if protected, resists official decay.”

“Protected behind your paywall.”

“Protection has always required walls.”

Julian rose. “Maya is coming.”

Celeste turned.

For the first time, something like surprise touched her face.

“Maya,” she repeated.

“The child under the lion. Leena’s daughter. She is recovering the exported fragments.”

Celeste’s eyes brightened. “Then she is foolish.”

“She is determined.”

“Those are cousins in young revolutionaries.”

Julian placed a small device on the table. “When she arrives, you will return Lot 17.”

Celeste looked at the device. “Tracker?”

“Invitation.”

“To whom?”

“To memory thieves who are less polite than you.”

He walked toward the door.

Celeste said, “You haven’t asked why I wanted that fragment.”

Julian stopped.

She smiled, but her voice had changed.

“Because I heard it once before. Ten years ago. In the original export room. I was there when the Republic sold the dead abroad.”

Julian turned slowly.

Celeste touched the window glass with two fingers.

“You think the Memory Tax began in East Meridian. It did not. Your aunt’s scream was not merely stolen, Julian. It was collateral.”

“For what?”

“For the oldest debt in the world.”

Lightning flashed over the sea.

For one moment, Celeste looked less like a collector than a witness who had spent decades pretending ownership was not another form of fear.

Then the salon lights went out.

The private archive wall opened by itself.

Lot 17 began to play without a crown.

Leena Sayegh’s scream filled the room.

Not as memory.

As warning.

​

PART ONE — AFTER REVOLUTION
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Chapter One — The Republic After Forgetting
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One year after the Memory Tax fell, East Meridian learned that remembering did not pay rent.

Maya Fatima Rahman Dastan Sayegh hated this fact with an intensity that did nothing to change it.

She stood in the Memory Commons of Low Ward 9 at 6:12 a.m., holding a broken kettle in one hand and a budget report in the other, while two former bank clerks argued over whether grief-stabilization chairs counted as medical equipment or furniture.

The Commons had once been a pawnshop, then an illegal clinic, then a Ministry storage office, then abandoned. Now it was painted blue and white, badly ventilated, crowded from dawn to midnight, and the only place in the ward where citizens could deposit memories without selling them, request recovery of sold traces, testify about extraction abuse, or sit in a quiet room when the past returned faster than the body could hold.

Above the entrance, painted in uneven letters by children from the ward, was the law Maya had fought hardest to pass:

NO MEMORY MAY BE SOLD UNDER HUNGER.

Below it, someone had added:

ALSO FIX THE ROOF.

Maya agreed with both.

“We cannot classify chairs as furniture,” said Lina Ortez, who now ran seller restitution intake with terrifying efficiency. “Furniture is taxed locally. Medical equipment qualifies for transition subsidy.”

Pella, Maya’s former coworker from the bank, rubbed her forehead. “They recline. They have cushions. That is furniture behavior.”

“They also prevent trauma seizures.”

“Medical furniture?”

“Do not invent a category that will make the council form a committee.”

Maya lifted the kettle. “Can we first invent tea?”

The room ignored her.

This was democracy, apparently.

Outside, Low Ward 9 was waking. Vendors opened stalls. Children in mismatched uniforms kicked a ball between memory clinic queues. A tram rattled past a mural of a stone lion. Someone had painted Maya’s face on the wall months ago. Someone else had painted a mustache on it. Maya preferred the mustache.

Elias Crane entered through the side door carrying a crate of oranges and wearing the expression of a man who had already argued with three bureaucrats before breakfast.

Maya’s body noticed him before she chose to.

This remained inconvenient.

Elias was not handsome in a polished way. He looked like someone built by bad nights and stubborn mornings: lean, dark-eyed, black hair tied back carelessly, scar near his jaw from the Crown Gala, hands always ready to repair, fight, or hold depending on consent and crisis. He set the crate down near the intake desk.

“Roof fund,” he said.

Maya looked at the oranges. “We are funding construction with citrus?”

“Children from Block C are selling anniversary oranges. Symbolism plus vitamin C.”

“Revolutionary nutrition.”

“Exactly.”

He leaned in and kissed her cheek quickly, because the Commons was busy, because everyone watched them shamelessly, and because intimacy after trauma required both tenderness and timing.

Lina cleared her throat loudly.

“Some of us are trying to classify chairs.”

Elias looked at the report. “Medical equipment.”

Pella
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