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Without Looking

A Half Quill story

The plot

In a city where memories can be bottled and sold, a street vendor discovers a jar labelled with her own name.

At first she dismisses it. Her name is a common one after all. Yet something draw her to it. She cannot help but buy it. Clutching it in her hands the whole walk home. Opening it... Will change everything



Section 1

Written by ChappIO

The heat came early that morning, settling over Tassirin like a hand pressed flat against the city's back. By the time Farida had hauled her cart to its usual spot between the spice merchant and the blind calligrapher, the air above the sandstone was already shimmering, thick and slow. She wiped her brow with the hem of her sleeve and squinted down the long throat of the market street. Stalls were opening like flowers. Awnings unfurling, copper pots catching the light, the first sweet threads of incense reaching out to tangle with the smell of bread and donkey sweat. Somewhere a boy was singing for coins, his voice high and clear above the clatter of shutters.
Farida uncovered her wares. Dozens of small glass jars, no two quite alike, each stoppered with wax and arranged in rows on a cloth of faded indigo. Some held an amber liquid that shifted when you tilted them, viscous like honey. Others were darker, nearly opaque, or pale as watered milk. A few glowed faintly, though that was a trick of the early light, or so she told the tourists. Every jar bore a handwritten label. First kiss, rooftop, midsummer. Mother's song, half-remembered. The sound of rain on a tent. Memories, harvested and bottled and ready to be someone else's for the right price.
It was honest work, mostly. The harvesters brought her stock each week in wooden crates lined with straw, and she never asked where they sourced it. Some sellers did. Some made a point of knowing every name, every story, and charged double for the tragedy. Farida preferred not to know. A memory was just a thing, she told herself, light as perfume. You smelled it, and then it was gone. Leaving only the faint aftertaste of a meal. She had sold hundreds of them. She had never once been tempted to open one herself.


Section 2

Written by TheMarbledPen

A way to earn money like any other, she kept telling herself and just like that she swayed off any potential thoughts about ethics of the job. She never asked harvesters anything because what good could come out of knowing more. The less she knew the happier she was. There was nothing special about someone else's memories either. Farida had her own and she was content with them. When being met with the usual question buyers ask "How many have you experienced?" She always replied "None whatsoever!" with a proud smile on her face. After all there were no strict rules about merchants having to test their own products. 



Section 3

Written by ChappIO

The morning's first customer was a woman in a travelling cloak, dust still on her boots. She picked up jar after jar, reading labels with the careful squint of someone who'd lost her spectacles and refused to admit it.
"This one," she said at last, holding up a small round bottle. The smell of a library in winter. "Is it vivid?"
"They're all vivid," Farida said. "That's a good one though. Quiet. You'll get the creak of a chair, pages turning, maybe snow against a window. Lasts about the length of a long breath."
She had no idea if any of that was true. She'd never opened a library memory or any other kind. But she'd been selling long enough to know what people wanted to hear, and a woman in a dusty travelling cloak wanted to be told that somewhere inside that little jar was a chair waiting for her. So Farida gave her the chair.
The woman bought it and two others. Farida wrapped them in scraps of cloth and took the coins and watched her disappear into the crowd. A clean transaction. No stories, no names.
By midday she'd sold nine jars. A decent morning. The spice merchant to her left, Ouhan, had been grinding something that made her eyes water since dawn, and she'd threatened twice to pour one of her sadder memories into his tea. He'd laughed both times and offered her a handful of roasted almonds in apology. This too was routine. The threat. The laugh. The almonds.
The blind calligrapher on her other side, Yesh, was writing something for a young couple. His hand moved without hesitation across the parchment, each stroke sure as a thing rehearsed a thousand times. Farida had never asked how he managed it. Some things you respected by not questioning, the same way you respected a memory by not opening it.
She packed up early that evening, as the sun went down and the crowd began to thin. Twenty-three jars sold. A good day. She counted her coins, folded her indigo cloth, and wheeled her cart home through the familiar streets, thinking of nothing much at all. Dinner. A bath. Tomorrow's inventory.
This was the shape of her life and she had chosen it on purpose.


Section 4

Written by TheMarbledPen

"Twenty three jars" she kept recounting while trying to hide a smile. "Twenty three jars... so many memories... so many stories" She thought.
Before entering the house she parked her cart inside a small shack that served as her 'workspace'. She mainly used the shack for storage but when she noticed a particularly interesting memory, she drew some intricate design, just to increase the chances of a sale. After a while that became her way of marking extraordinary memories, ones that have gotten her seal of approval, even though she never bothered trying any of them. 
As she lowered the cart in its place, a drop of sweat fell from her brow. Even though she had been ready for the heat, the carts weight always surprised her. Before leaving the shack she sat down to take a look at some of the memories as per usual. After rummaging for a bit she picked out a few and placed them on the table. Now came her favorite part.
Some time had passed and the Sun had finally set. She finished up all the designs and placed the bottles in a special handmade leather belt. "Finally, now time for that bath I've been looking forward to" Farida chuckled. When she stood up from her chair, she noticed that one bottle had fallen out of the cart. "Impossible" she though. There was no way that her cart had a hole, it was brand new, well, almost brand new considering she'd been using it for over a year now. When she picked it up and looked at the label. She couldn't help but reread it again and again. The label had been written in golden letter and it spelled Farida. 
Time had suddenly stopped for her. Farida could feel her heartrate going up by the second, it kept beating faster and faster, each breath became shorter, swallowing had become a conscious effort and on top of all that, her head started to throb. 


Section 5

Written by ChappIO

The heat came late that morning, or perhaps it had come on time and she had simply failed to notice. Farida had not slept. The jar sat on her bedside table where she had placed it sometime past midnight, after staring at it on her kitchen floor for an hour, and then on the chair, and then carrying it to bed because she could not bear to leave it in another room. She had not opened it. Three times she had reached for the wax. Three times her hand had stopped. By the small grey hour before dawn she had begun to wonder whether the label might fade by morning, the way some things in dreams do, and she was disappointed when the sun rose and the gold letters were still there. Farida. Her own name in someone's careful writing.
She wrapped the jar in a scrap of indigo cloth and slipped it into her belt pouch before she could change her mind. Then she changed her mind, and put it in the drawer with her spare aprons. Then she changed her mind again and brought it with her, because the thought of it sitting at home all day was somehow worse than carrying it.
The cart felt heavier than usual on the walk to the market. She told herself this was the new shipment, and not because every step was rattling that small glass thing in her belt that might or might not contain her own life.
By the time she reached her usual spot between Ouhan and Yesh, the sun was already bright and warm. The boy was singing, a different boy maybe, or the same one with a different song, she couldn't tell. She uncovered her wares with more difficulty than usual. The jars looked the same as ever. Amber and milk and pale gold. Strangers' lives, sorted in rows. She found herself looking at them differently now, picking up one and another, reading labels she had read a hundred times. A wedding in autumn. The taste of figs at a grandmother's table. First snow, age six. Whose grandmother. Whose figs. She had never wondered before. She set them down quickly, as though they had grown warm in her hand.
The first customer of the day was a young man with ink under his fingernails. He wanted something heroic, he said. A battle, a victory, a moment of glory that wasn't his.
"They don't really work like that," Farida said.
He blinked at her. This wasn't a normal response from her. The script was: yes, of course, here is exactly the moment of glory you are looking for, that will be eight coins.
"They're memories," she said. "Not stories. You'll get someone's leg cramping. The smell of horse. Someone shouting a name you don't know."
He bought one anyway, looking faintly cheated, and she took his coins with a hand that wanted very badly to be somewhere else.
A harvester was walking the long way down the market street with a wooden crate balanced on one shoulder, and she knew him by the cut of his coat. That long pale linen the harvesters wore, supposedly to keep the bottles cool, though she suspected it was mostly to be recognised. He was not one of hers. She knew her own three by face and gait. This one was taller, younger, with a beard trimmed short and a way of moving through the crowd that suggested he had somewhere to be. He passed her stall without looking. Harvesters rarely looked at sellers in public.
Farida watched him go.
For a moment she imagined herself standing up. Stepping out from behind her cart. Saying what? Excuse me, sir, I think someone has bottled me. Did you do this. Did you sell my name. The thought was absurd. He would look at her the way harvesters always looked at sellers who asked questions, briefly, and then not at all. And what if he had nothing to do with her jar? Hers came through the usual channel. She was tired, and she had not slept, and she was making a story out of a coincidence.
She let him go. She watched the flash of his coat until it disappeared into the crowd, and she let him go, and she sat back down on her stool feeling almost steadier for having decided.
By mid-morning her patience had worn down to something paper-thin. Ouhan was grinding cardamom and clove, the same blend he ground every Tuesday, and the dust of it was hanging in the air between their stalls like a small malignant cloud. Farida sneezed. Once. Twice. A third time, hard enough to set her jars rattling.
"For the love of every god," she snapped, "must you do that here?! Today?! Now?!"
Ouhan looked up, startled. He had a wooden pestle in one hand and a smear of yellow dust across his cheek. His mouth opened to say something, probably the offer of almonds, and Farida turned away before he could. She felt the heat climb into her face. She did not look back. She could feel him standing there, holding his pestle, working out what had just happened.
A small mean part of her was glad. A larger shameful part wanted to crawl beneath her cart and stay there.
Yesh, on her other side, said nothing. He was working on a name today, slow and patient, the brush moving in long sure strokes. But she felt his face turn slightly towards her. He had the courtesy not to ask.



Section 6

Written by TheMarbledPen

Shame, shame, shame, those feelings stung worse than the bite of the most poisonous snake. What had been even worse was that they stuck to her like flies to a corpse, constantly lingering and just when she thought that they were gone, they came back to sting again. Farida had always thought that people who would lash out at others in such a way were incredibly impatient and rude. She wondered how could someone not think about what they were going to say. But now she found herself in the same exact situation and she understood those people very well, feeling even more shame after realizing that.
Half hour had passed and she was still brooding over her outburst. Farida did not even remember that she had served three people during that time. Only when she grabbed her soft yet heavy velvet pouch did she remember earning those coins. But that pouch brought back more than she had hoped for. It reminded her of the first time she came there and how Ouhan had given it to her as a welcome gift and a token of good faith. Knowing that the man had no ill intent and that the same thing had been happening for as long as she could remember, Farida mustered up the courage to turn around and face Ouhan, but when their eyes met she froze up. Standing there and staring at the now confused Ouhan did her no favours. Before he could utter a word Farida turned around and covered her cart in a sheet made of Silk Brocade with her own unique pattern. Everyone at the market knew that whenever someone would cover up their wares with any type of sheet it meant that they were either taking a break or done for the day.
Farida proceeded to leave her cart unattended and just like everyone else she knew that no one would dare touch it. There were no thieves at the market for a plethora of reasons. Mainly because it had been under tight watch by the guards and all of the sellers were authorized to use force to defend their wares if they noticed someone suspicious lurking about. That resulted in one of the safest markets on the continent.
At first, Farida wandered aimlessly until she had calmed down a little. "Today is definitely not my day." She thought. Then it came to her, at the far east corner of the market stood a stall where refreshments of all types and kinds were being sold. Farida had closed her eyes for a moment and a distant memory played out.
"Thank you! I'm not sure that I should take this gift though. The velvet seems to be of high quality and on top of that handmade." Farida gently fiddled with the pouch in her hands. 
"Oh worry not, a gift is never meant to be an obligation but a gesture." The kind and still unknown man smiled at her. "And by the way, I am called Ouhan." He reached out his large but soft hand. 
"Farida, nice to meet you." She shook his hand and the difference in size was unbelievable. Farida thought that the man's hands would have been rough but to her surprise they were even softer than hers. After their exchange and when the man went back to his cart she noticed that he was working with tons of different spices and herbs. Then it all made sense, whoever worked with such delicate leaves and plants had to have soft hands. Hands that were able to feel every single piece of the leaf, hands that were able to recognize if the plant had been ripe just by touch alone. She thought that master herbalists were all gone, that the trade did not yield much, but to her surprise there were still a few who delved in such delicate trade. 
Not long after she had set up her cart for the first time, the man that was to her right, and that she coincidentally did not even notice at first appeared in front of her cart.
"Welcome, I hope that you will stay with us for a long time and that your business forever stays fruitful." The man bowed. "My name is Yesh, I sincerely hope that you will accept this as a welcome gift. It might not be as luxurious as Ouhans, but it will definitely quench your thirst in these hot days that are ahead of us." He offered her a glass of weird design filled with an unknown yellow-blue liquid. 
"Farida, and thank you very much. All of you are so kind, I do not know how to repay you." She exclaimed gladly accepting the drink.
"There will be no need for that, but if you truly wish to do something, I doubt that both me and Ouhan would be against a drink on such a hot day. I recommend the stall far east from here, that is where I got your drink." Suddenly, Farida snapped back, someone had pushed her and the memory faded. 
Realizing that she had been walking all this time without even paying attention, she found herself in front of that same stall Yesh recommended long ago. The glasses and the colours of the drinks were hypnotizing. Impossible combinations that seemed to blend so well with each other one would think that it was magic. Farida order three drinks and headed back to her cart. But then at the corner of her eye appeared a familiar figure wearing a distinct robe that she had already seen that day.


Section 7

Written by ChappIO

She set the tray down on the lip of a fountain. Carefully. As if the drinks might know she was about to abandon them.
The harvester was three stalls ahead now, and the pale linen of his coat was already half-swallowed by the crowd. She would lose him in another ten paces. She knew this and started walking anyway.
She did not think of herself as someone who followed people. She thought of herself as someone who minded her cart, who took coins, who went home. But her feet had decided before the rest of her, and by the time her mind caught up she was already past the fruit-seller's awning and turning into the slim shadow of a side-street.
The market noise dropped behind her like a curtain.
He moved like he knew she was there. Or he moved like he knew nothing was there, which was almost the same thing. He did not look back. He took a left at a doorway hung with bleached charms, and a right past a wall where someone had painted, long ago, the faded outline of an eye in indigo, the pupil rubbed almost to nothing by the shoulders of passing strangers. Farida had walked these streets her whole life and had never noticed it.
She noticed it now.
The alley narrowed. The sandstone above leaned in until the sky was a pale ribbon between the rooftops. She kept her distance. Her hand found her belt pouch without thinking, closed around the small wrapped weight of the jar there, the one with her name on it. Some part of her had decided this was relevant. Some part of her had been carrying it for exactly this.
The harvester stopped at the dead end.
There was no door. There was a wall, and beneath it a low arch she would have called a drain if she had bothered to call it anything. He bent and went through it, the wooden crate balanced over his shoulder, and the alley was empty.
Farida stood a long moment in the empty alley.
Then she bent and went through.
Inside, the air was cooler, older. A passage angled down. She could hear her own breathing and the click of the harvester's boots and, further on, voices. A low rumble of them.
She walked towards the sound.
The passage opened into a chamber larger than the market square above. Lamps threw a yellow light over a sunken floor and a ring of low tables. Crates stacked everywhere. Pale linen coats hung from hooks along the walls. Men and women moved between the tables in shirt-sleeves, sorting jars, marking labels. Dozens of them. A whole quiet trade that she had been a small bright shopfront for, all these years, without knowing the rest of the building.
She pressed herself against the wall of the passage. She had not been seen. The passage curved and she was in shadow and they had no reason to expect anyone behind them. She stood and watched.
At the far end of the chamber was an arch, and above the arch, set into the stone, was an eye. It was not painted. It was inlaid, dark blue stone against pale, the pupil a deeper indigo still. It looked down on the room without expression. No one in the chamber was looking at it. No one needed to. They moved beneath it the way fish move beneath a sky.
The harvester she had followed crossed to a table and set his crate down. A woman in shirt-sleeves clapped his shoulder. Someone laughed. He took a slip of paper from a man with a ledger and tucked it into his belt.
Then he turned, scanning the room without urgency, and his eyes passed across the passage where Farida stood.


Section 8
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Luckily, being slim had its perks. Fearing she might have been spotted, Farida took a deep breath and contracted her stomach. Her heartbeat rose the longer she held her breath, it was impossible for her to know if he had stopped looking there.
"Only a few more seconds." she thought as she inched closer and closer to the point where her vision started becoming blurry. A second, then another one, she felt her consciousness slip. Then finally, after what seemed to be an eternity, she took a breath. As much as she could taking into consideration her circumstances. Farida's vision came back and so did her courage.
But her troubles were not over, as she glanced over from her spot, she had noticed that everyone was distinctively dressed. After observing the situation she noticed a pattern. All those who represented harvesters and supplied the outside markets with memories, wore long hooded robes of various colours. However those that seemed to unpack and prepare the memories for sale were wearing a necklace of the same indigo eye that had been inlaid above their heads. Farida had just started to piece the situation together but alas it seemed that there was much more to it than she had anticipated. 


Section 9
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She did not move for a long time. Long enough that her left foot went numb against the stone, long enough that she began to wonder whether she could leave the way she had come and never have been here at all. The harvester who had scanned the room moved on. He bent over a table with a man in a medallion and they spoke in voices too low to carry. No one was looking at her bend in the passage. No one was looking at anything but their own slow, careful work.
It was the slowness of it that drew her in.
She had imagined, somehow, that a place like this would feel like a crime. Hurried. Furtive. Men with knives in their belts. Instead the room had the quiet of a workshop, the calm of people who had nothing to fear because nothing ever came down here uninvited. A woman at the nearest table held a jar up to a lamp, tilting it to read the wax. She licked her thumb, pressed it to a label, peeled the label off in a single slow strip. Set it aside. Reached for a fresh one. Wrote a new name in a hand Farida could not see from where she stood, but slowly, with care.
The medallion at the woman's throat caught the lamplight as she bent. A blue eye against pale linen, no larger than a thumbprint. The pupil indigo. The same eye as the arch. The same eye, she understood now, as the one painted on the alley wall outside. The one she had walked past for half her life without seeing.
She inched forward.
It was a small movement, half a step, and she did not know she had made it until the lamplight crept onto the toe of her sandal. She drew back. Then forward again. The nearest table was perhaps ten paces from the mouth of the passage, and she wanted very badly to see the name the woman was writing.
She did not see it. She got close enough to glimpse the gold ink, the careful curve of a letter being shaped, and then the woman straightened, not because she had heard anything, but because some other small mechanism of the room had registered her. A draft, perhaps. A shadow where one had not been a moment before.
The woman looked up.
Farida ran.
She did not remember turning. She remembered only the slap of her sandals on stone and the sudden bright shock of a voice behind her, and then another, and then footsteps. Several. Coming fast. She found the bend of the passage by the lamps and then by the dark beyond the lamps and then by feel, her shoulder scraping stone, her hands out in front of her like a swimmer's. The low arch came at her too quickly. She struck her head on the lintel going under, hard enough to see white, and crawled and stumbled and was suddenly out in the alley with the pale ribbon of sky between the rooftops and the indigo eye watching from the wall.
She got perhaps three steps before her foot caught on something, a loose stone, her own scarf, she never knew, and she went down.
She tried to scramble up. Her palms were grazed. The wrapped jar at her belt that bore her own name knocked against her hip, miraculously still whole.
"Easy."
The hand that closed around her elbow was thin and very steady. She knew it before she looked up.
Yesh was crouched beside her in the alley. He was not looking at her, of course, but his face was tilted in her direction with that small attentive angle she had seen a hundred times across her cart, the angle he used when a customer was describing what they wanted written. There was no surprise in him. There was no question. He simply lifted her, with a strength she had not expected, until she was upright again.
"You've cut your hand," he said.
She had not realised. She looked down at her palm.
As he bent his head, very slightly, to listen for her breathing or for whatever else a blind man listens for in an alley at noon, something slipped from inside the loose collar of his tunic and swung there a moment before settling against his chest. A medallion on a dark cord. Pale stone. A small dark eye. The pupil indigo.
He tucked it back in with the absent ease of a man tucking in the back of his shirt.
"There is a fountain at the end of this street," he said gently. "Come. We'll wash it."
Farida did not say anything. She did not say I have just seen that eye on a dozen necks in a room beneath this alley. She did not say Why are you here. She did not say How did you find me. She let him keep her elbow and she walked with him out of the alley, into the slow lazy sounds of the market street, and somewhere behind them, in the passage, the footsteps had stopped.


Section 10
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She felt safer. Safer because she had just witnessed something she never expected to see and her mind was still flooded with questions that desperately wanted to be answered. Safer because she had uncovered a world that she never knew was there, a world that so clearly operated on a different level of existence. Safer, simply because now, she knew that being completely safe and nested in your own little world living your life so carelessly and indifferently was just an illusion each and every one of the people around her tried to maintain while pretending nothing outside of that world existed. The world Farida was a part of now got turned upside down while she was still standing in the middle of it trying to piece everything together.
Yesh held her elbow tightly, leading her towards the fountain he had previously mentioned. Farida blinked slowly, paying attention to every little detail around. The outside world had become hazy and the people who walked around the market living their own lives now looked like smudges on a painting. Farida felt like she was in a trance. Colourful market stalls now represented something more profound, something that so carefully hid its own meaning from everyone else but her. The stalls called to her, whispering their secrets and pulling her farther into the trance.
Suddenly, Yesh had stopped and as swiftly as a desert cat turned up in front of her. Farida being completely lost in her thought would've almost crashed into him if he did not gently grab her shoulders.
"Are you alright?" Yesh asked. His voice, soft yet manly, like an intricate song pierced through the noise of the crowd. Farida snapped out of her daze and almost choked on her own words. "Yeah, I'm fine." She knew that the lie would not help her situation but despite that she desperately tried to distance herself from everything that had happened. So much had been revealed to her in one day that she could not handle any more secrets.
"You seem distant, almost like you've seen something you shouldn't have." Yesh smiled gently. He knew exactly what he was talking about but decided to play oblivious. Luckily, Farida did not catch onto his game. "Come, we've arrived. Let me help you with that." Yesh then proceeded to grab her by the elbow again and seat her on the fountain's edge.
Carefully and gently he took her by the wrist, turning the hand around with her palm now facing him. "Luckily, it is not as bad as it might have seemed." Yesh smiled. Those words completely brought her back. "How in the world would you be able to know that!?" She thought and looked directly at his face. No changes, just a gentle smile of an oblivious man. She calmed down quickly and took a deep breath. "He felt it of course, that's how he knew. What am I getting so worked up for." Farida deeply sighed.
Yesh cleaned her palm with precision and care. It was only befitting for such a master calligrapher to pay attention to every detail and proceeded with as much care as possible. While he was cleaning her hand, she felt his fingers trace her palm, from the veins that appeared on her throbbing wrist to the joints where her fingers connected to her palm. It almost seemed like he was reading her palm, every so often he poured a little bit of fresh water on her wound.
"There, that should be good." Yesh gently closed her palm. "I hope you've not had too much trouble. Would you be willing to tell me what happened? You were... how should I say this... in a dire need of help. Was I wrong to assume that?" Each sentence he spoke, sounded like a gentle song. A song that someone would listen to when they wanted to relax and let their guard down, a song that you would only play in the comfort of your own home where you felt completely safe and where no worldly worries would ever be able to reach you.
Farida felt like something got stuck in her throat. In that soft and gentle voice she noticed a pattern, a dangerous pattern that could lead her somewhere she was not willing to go. "Uh, I don't know what happened. It all became so confusing." She quickly came up with an excuse with which she could distance herself from the situation. "Remember the first time we've met, when you brought me those delicious drinks." She went on. "Well, I wanted to do the same today, as an apology to both you and Ouhan. Neither of you did anything to witness such an outburst from me, especially not Ouhan who had been nothing but kind all this time." Farida then turned towards Yesh and noticed a serious look on his face. She could not remember the last time she had seen his face like that. Something had clearly piqued his interest.
In a moments notice he had turned towards her and smiled. "Well, I am glad that you're safe, now." He kept smiling. "Although, that did not answer my question about how you ended up face down on the ground and without any drinks." Yesh lifted his brows.
Farida felt the chills on her neck, he was not letting up. Being safer never meant she was truly safe. 


Section 11

Written by ChappIO

He held the look a breath longer. Then something in him eased, like a string cut somewhere out of sight, and he let it go.
"Forgive me," Yesh said. "You've had a fright, and here I sit questioning you like a guardsman. Drinks. Yes. It was a kind thought, Farida." He tilted his head toward the market. "Go home. Rest. The stalls will keep till morning, and so will whatever frightened you."
That was all. No more pressing. He rose from the fountain's edge with the unhurried grace of a man who owned every hour of the day, and turned, and was swallowed by the crowd before she could decide whether to feel relieved.
She sat where he had left her. The sun had slid lower than it had any right to, as if the afternoon had spent itself while she wasn't looking. Her palm was clean. The cut no longer throbbed. She felt, absurdly, almost calm.
It was the calm that undid her. Her hand went to her belt out of habit, to close around the small wrapped weight that had been there all day.
There was nothing there.
She turned the pouch out onto the fountain's rim. A few coins. A stub of wax. The scrap of indigo cloth, empty. She knelt and felt along the cobbles, retraced the ground between the fountain and the alley with her eyes, and there was no jar, no gold letters, no Farida lying in the dust to be found.
She thought of his fingers. The way he had turned her wrist and traced her palm, slow, reading her like a length of parchment. The joints, the veins, the soft inner arm where her belt sat. A blind man's careful hands. She had sat still and let him touch her and thought nothing of it, because thinking nothing of things was the shape of her life, and she had chosen it on purpose.
Yesh had taken it. She knew this the way she had known his hand at her elbow before she looked up. Not proof. Just knowing.
By the time she reached the market it had folded itself away for the night. Awnings down, lamps unlit, the long throat of the street empty but for a sweeper and a dog. Her cart stood under its brocade sheet exactly where she had left it, untouched, safe, in the safest market on the continent. She gripped the handles and wheeled it home through streets she had walked her whole life.
She did not recognise one of them. On a wall near her own door, half under old whitewash, was the faded outline of an eye. She had passed it ten thousand times. She looked at it now, and kept walking.
The shack was dark. She angled the cart through the doorway by feel, reached for the lamp on its hook, and her hand closed over a hand already there.
She did not scream. Some animal sense kept it behind her teeth.
"I won't hurt you," said a voice in the dark. Low. Young. Careful. A match flared. The harvester from the alley sat on her stool among her marked bottles, lamplight climbing his short beard, his pale coat folded across one knee. He did not look like a man who had broken into a home. He looked like a man who had been waiting a long while and had grown tired of it.
He held something out to her across the dark. Small. Wrapped in a scrap of indigo cloth.
"He should never have taken this from you," the harvester said. "And you shouldn't drink it here. But it's yours. It always was."
Farida looked at the jar, and at him, and did not reach for it.
"Take it, Farida." Something in his voice bent, almost gentle. "And I'll tell you why a stranger went to the trouble of stealing your own name."


Section 12
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My family has harvested memories for a long time. 
We’ve built up a reputation for paying fair prices and using only the best extraction techniques. One generation passes on small improvements to the next. We all try to leave the state of the art a little better than we found it.
Some unscrupulous harvesters will take more memories than they have contracted for, or botch the job so that barely any sensation finds its way into the jar, or injure the donor.
Wholesale prices are falling, and harvests are poorer every year. Donors are getting scared off by the risk of brain damage from sloppy harvesters. My family has been living off its savings the last couple of seasons. The temptation is to cut corners, as most of the other outfits do.
That’s what I’m doing in town: I need to find a solution before my family has to decide between lowering its traditional standards and going out of business altogether.
Since I’ve been here, I’ve found out this much: there’s a warehouse that is targeting vendors who use their own product. If they can capture a single evening in the life of such a vendor, they will harvest all in one go memories of memories that they can chop up and sell cheaply. 
Farida, I know you don’t remember, but you used to be a memory addict. You would consume nearly half what you bought, and sell only the memories that didn’t interest you. That’s why you found a jar with your name on it. You’ve made the warehouse a great deal of money, and brought the ethical harvesters to the edge of bankruptcy.
I also know you’re a good person, and that you’ll do everything you can to help me restore justice to the industry. What do you say?


Section 13

Written by ChappIO

She did not take the jar.
She looked at it a long while, the small wrapped weight of it held out across the lamplight, and found that her hands had folded themselves in her lap like two animals that wanted no part of this.
"No," she said.
The harvester waited. He did not lower his arm.
"I don't remember any of it. Not the warehouse. Not the half-empty jars. Not being whatever you say I was." Her voice came steadier than she felt. "You let yourself into my home and you hand me a life and a cause in the same breath, and you want me to pick up both because you've decided I'm a good person." She shook her head. "I don't know you. I don't know that woman. I can't be sorry for what I can't remember, and I won't go to war for a stranger's idea of who I used to be."
It was the most she had said to anyone in years.
Something went out of him. Not anger. He had not come for anger. He looked, for a moment, simply tired, the way a man looks when the last door he was counting on closes gently in his face.
"No," he agreed. "I suppose you can't."
He set the jar down among her marked bottles, careful of the wax, and stood. The pale coat went over his arm.
"I won't make you remember. That's the one thing I'd never do. It's the whole of what's wrong, down there." He paused at the doorway. "You refused me kindly. You didn't have to. That's enough to tell me I had the right woman. Goodnight, Farida."
And then the shack was empty, and the door stood open on the dark, and the faded eye on the wall across the lane watched the place where he had been.
She did not move to close the door.
The jar sat where he had left it. Wrapped in indigo, exactly as she had carried it all day. Exactly as she had not opened it. Her own name in gold beneath the cloth, the writing she knew now without looking.
She thought of her hand at the wax. Three times, stopping. She had told herself it was respect, that a memory was a thing you honoured by leaving shut. But she had honoured a thousand strangers' jars and felt nothing, and only this one had kept her awake. A man she had no reason to trust had just named the thing that lived under the fear.
Not virtue. Hunger. An old, patient hunger, wearing the shape of the careful life she had chosen on purpose.
She picked it up. The wax was soft beneath her thumb. One pull and she would meet her. Whoever she had been. Whatever she had sold off and drunk down and chosen, in the end, to forget.
Her thumb found the seam.


Section 14

Written by ChappIO

The wax gave with a sound like a held breath let go.
She tipped the jar to her lips before her hands could fold themselves away again. The memory was not a taste so much as a door she had spent her whole life leaning against, swinging suddenly inward.
Tassirin, at night. The market shuttered, the sandstone still breathing out the day's heat. Farida is younger here, and she is not afraid, and that is the first wrong thing, because she has been afraid for as long as she can remember. She crouches in the dark of the calligrapher's stall. Across from her sits Yesh.
His eyes are open. They find her in the dark and hold her there, steady, seeing.
"You came," he says, in a voice she knows and has never once heard. Not the soft murmur of the blind old man who nods to her each morning. This voice runs the whole length of the street. It owns the awnings and the copper pots and the boy who sings for coins. It owns the harvesters and their straw-lined crates. The slow machine of the trade turns on it, and she had been kneeling beside it for years without ever looking.
She has a list. She has names, routes, the count of every crate. She has been learning how a city forgets itself one jar at a time, and she has carried all of it here, to the one man she trusted, because she did not understand yet that the calligraphy was never decoration. It was the ledger. Every stall on the street kept its accounts in his beautiful hand.
"You've seen too much," Yesh says, almost kindly. "That is the trouble with the ones who want to mend it. You have to learn how the thing works before you can break it. And the learning is the dangerous part."
He reaches for the small glass jar on the cloth between them. The wax is still soft. The label is wet with fresh ink.
It bears her name.
"We don't harm the ones who find us out," he says. "We simply take the finding. It is kinder. You wake a vendor. You sell the very thing you came to stop, and you sell it well, and you never wonder why your hands shake every time you reach for a seal."
She wants to run. She cannot find her legs. The last thing the younger Farida sees is her own name drying in his lovely, terrible script, and then the world goes out like a pinched wick.
The jar slipped from her fingers. It did not break.
She sat in the lamplight of her own small room with both lives folded into her at once: the woman who had chosen this quiet trade, and the woman for whom it had been chosen. The shape of a life chosen on purpose. Someone else's purpose.
Yesh.
She was still shaping his name with her lips, soundless, when the first blow struck the door. Not a knock. A breaking, wood splitting along the grain, and then a second blow, and the indigo cloth shivered on the table, and she knew, the way she now knew everything, exactly who had come for her and exactly what they had come to take.
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