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    In a near future where memory is currency, Asha Monroe sells the memories of her dead son to survive. Across the city, Celeste Winfield buys those memories to feel alive again.

When their lives collide, a hidden truth surfaces Micah's death was no accident.

As the city begins to fracture, two women must decide what a memory is worth, and who it truly belongs to.

Gripping and lyrical, When the Sky Forgot Our Faces is a story of grief, motherhood, and the fight to remember what makes us whole.
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For the mothers who keep whole worlds alive in silence.
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​Chapter One
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The Decision  

––––––––
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The clinic smells like lemon and static. Asha signs her name the way she has learned to do in hard rooms—slowly, as though each letter might set off an alarm. The consent form is glossy, the paper too bright. She reads every line twice, then once again on the parts that talk about “non-reversible extraction,” about “residual affect,” about what the company will keep.

In her bag is Micah’s handprint on a scrap of blue construction paper. The paint is cracked now, a small island of gold flaking at the edge of his thumb. She does not take it out. She keeps her hand on the bag’s zipper like someone might try to open it and take the last of him for free.

“When you’re ready,” the nurse says, voice practiced gentle. Asha nods. Ready is not the word. There is no word that covers hunger with rent behind it and two children asleep at her sister’s place and a gap where a laugh used to live. There is only the pen, and the bright line, and the careful way she writes herself away from what she cannot afford to carry.

The waiting room is too quiet. Asha can hear the faint tick of a clock above the door, though the second hand doesn’t move. She realizes it is not a clock at all but a monitor, its numbers blinking down the minutes of her appointment. Time here belongs to the company, not to her.

Other clients sit in the row of chairs along the wall, their eyes glazed, their hands resting still in their laps. A man with a shaved head stares at his shoes. A girl no older than nineteen hugs a pillow as if it might dissolve. No one speaks. No one looks at each other. They are all here to leave something behind.

Asha keeps her bag close. She wonders what the others are trading. Lovers, parents, children. She feels the zipper dig into her palm and forces her hand to loosen. Micah is already gone. She tells herself this like a prayer, even as her chest aches with the weight of it.

The nurse calls her name. Asha stands, legs stiff, and follows through a narrow hallway lined with white panels. The walls hum faintly, as if something inside them is alive. Each door they pass has no handle, only a square of light that flashes when the nurse presses her badge.

“Procedure room three,” the nurse says. She opens the door with a smooth motion and steps aside.

The room is colder than the hallway. A single chair waits in the center, straps neatly folded along the arms. Machines surround it, wires coiled like sleeping snakes. Asha wants to turn back, to say she has changed her mind, but the sound of the door sliding shut behind her makes her throat close.

“Please sit,” the nurse says. “I’ll start the intake.” Her voice is even, each word measured. Asha lowers herself into the chair. The cushion hisses softly, releasing a chemical-clean smell.

“Confirm your name and date of birth.” Asha answers. “Any implanted devices? Pacemaker? Neural stimulators?” No. “Current medications?” Two names, both low-dose. The nurse types without looking up.

A second person enters, a technician in a gray coat. He carries a tray with adhesive sensors and a small, clear vial. Inside the vial, a thin ribbon of silver loops like a tiny river caught in glass.

“This calibrates the capture,” he says. “You may feel warmth or a mild taste of metal.”

The nurse fits a cuff around Asha’s arm and cleans spots along her temples with a cool pad. “If you want to pause at any time, say so,” she adds. “We will stop.”

Asha nods. The straps lie against her wrists, not yet fastened. She tells herself there is still a way out. She also knows she has already spent the money in her head—rent, groceries, shoes for school, a bill with red letters. The thought steadies her and makes her stomach turn at the same time.

The technician lifts the vial and connects it to a port on the console. A faint hum fills the room, and the silver ribbon inside begins to shimmer. The nurse smooths a hand over Asha’s hair as if she were a child. The touch is light, professional, but it makes Asha’s chest tighten.

“Close your eyes,” the nurse says. “Think of him. Hold the image until I tell you to let go.”

Asha hesitates. For a moment she sees Micah exactly as he was—knees scuffed from the playground, eyes wide with questions too big for his age. His laughter rushes through her like water breaking stone. She wants to clutch it, to press it deeper into herself, but the machine is already pulling, unraveling the sound into threads she cannot keep.

Her lips part as if to call his name. Nothing comes. The nurse’s hand lingers a moment longer, then withdraws. On the monitor, the ribbon brightens, winding itself tighter, brighter, until the shape of him slips away.

Her body jerks as if something essential has been lifted too quickly. The room steadies again, but the emptiness inside her does not. Asha opens her eyes. The technician studies the console, noting readings she cannot read. The nurse adjusts the strap on her wrist, this time fastening it gently, as if the danger is no longer what she might do but what she has already lost.

“Extraction complete,” the technician says. He removes the vial, now glowing faintly. The silver ribbon has stilled, captured in glass. He seals it with a soft click and places it back on the tray.

Asha’s hand moves toward her bag. She thinks of the paper handprint, of gold paint chipped at the corner, but the urgency is gone. The memory feels like a story someone once told her, not a thing she lived. The panic that should rise in her chest never arrives. Only a hollow calm settles, heavy and thin.

The nurse unbuckles the straps. “You did well,” she says. “Most people cry.” Asha blinks at her, unsure what the right answer might be, and lets the silence carry her out of the chair.

She follows the nurse back through the hallway. The others in the waiting room do not look up when she passes. Asha feels lighter and heavier at once, as though something has been carved out and filled with stone.

At the reception desk, a man slides a packet across the counter. “Payment has been transferred to your account,” he says. His tone is flat, efficient. Asha takes the envelope without opening it. She knows the numbers inside, has memorized them in her head: enough for rent, enough for food, enough to buy quiet for a little while.

Outside, the sun is harsh against the glass walls of the clinic. She squints, raises a hand to shield her eyes, and for a moment waits for the sound of small feet beside her. Nothing comes. The absence is sharp, almost physical. She breathes against it and keeps walking.

The street is busy, full of voices and traffic, yet Asha moves through it as if behind glass. A bus brakes sharply at the corner. A man curses into his phone. Two children chase each other past her legs, their laughter spilling into the air. She feels none of it reach her. It all slides across her skin without landing.

She grips the strap of her bag. The thought rises that she should go straight to her sister’s apartment, see her daughters, hold them close. But another thought follows quickly, cooler, steadier: if they look into her eyes, they will know something is missing. She cannot bring that emptiness home yet.

Instead, she turns toward the market. Stalls overflow with fruit and bread, noise and color. She stops at the first vendor and buys apples. The fruit is bright in her hand, heavier than it should be, and she wonders if weight is the only thing she can still measure.

The apples knock softly against each other in the paper bag as she walks. Their skins are polished, almost too perfect, each one reflecting a sliver of light. She pays with the new balance on her card and feels the strangeness of it—money earned by forgetting.

The path toward her sister’s apartment takes her through a narrow street lined with laundry strung high between windows. Sheets ripple in the wind like pale flags. The air smells of soap and frying oil, familiar and ordinary. Asha tries to let it anchor her, but the sensation is thin, as if she is moving through someone else’s life.

Halfway down the block, she pauses. The thought should come—Micah loved apples, Micah would have reached for one first—but the memory does not arrive. Only the weight of the bag in her hand remains. She stares at it, waiting for the image, and when it doesn’t come, she walks faster.

Her sister’s building rises in faded red brick, four stories tall with a metal door that sticks in the heat. Asha presses the buzzer, and after a pause the latch clicks. The stairwell smells of bleach and old paint. She climbs slowly, steadying the bag against her hip.

Her sister opens the door before she can knock. “You look pale,” she says, pulling Asha inside. The living room is cluttered with toys and laundry baskets, the noise of cartoons spilling from a small screen in the corner. Asha’s two daughters turn at once, faces brightening, and run toward her.

She bends to catch them, the bag slipping from her hand to the floor. Their arms circle her neck. The warmth is real, the weight of them solid, but something inside her stumbles. She waits for the reflex—Micah’s name rising on her tongue, the echo of his laughter folded into theirs. Nothing comes. The silence between heartbeats feels enormous.

Her sister gathers the girls toward the couch, giving Asha a searching look. “They’ve been asking for you,” she says softly. “I told them you’d be back soon.” Asha nods but does not answer. She lowers herself onto the cushion, the apples still in the bag at her feet.

One daughter curls against her side, the other climbs into her lap. Their warmth presses into her, but it feels like heat through glass. She strokes their hair, steady and slow, pretending it is enough. Pretending nothing is missing.

Her sister moves quietly in the kitchen, the sound of dishes and running water filling the room. Asha closes her eyes. The girls chatter around her, but the rhythm of their voices does not unlock what she expects. Micah’s name is gone, dissolved, leaving only a hollow space where memory should return. She holds her daughters tighter, as though pressure alone might bridge what the machine has taken.
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First Flashback 
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Celeste wakes before dawn, her sheets damp with sweat. For a moment she does not know where she is. The room is too warm, the air heavy with the scent of gardenias drifting in from the terrace. Then the memory hits—not hers, not truly hers, but sharp and insistent.

A boy’s laughter. The sound of small feet on a wooden floor. The flash of gold paint smeared across tiny fingers. She sits up, clutching her chest as though the echo has broken through her ribs. The feeling is so vivid she whispers his name before she realizes she does not know it.

She swings her legs from the bed. The marble floor chills her bare feet, but the warmth of the memory lingers, pulsing like an afterimage. It is the first time in months she has felt anything this strong, and it terrifies her.

Celeste stands at the mirror, studying her reflection. Her face looks the same as always—composed, practiced—but her eyes are bright in a way she does not recognize. She touches her cheek as though the warmth might leave a mark.

The memory returns in fragments. The boy’s laugh. The brush of tiny hands against hers. A sudden ache of love so fierce it feels dangerous. She clings to it, afraid it will vanish, afraid it will stay. She has spent years surrounded by everything money can buy, yet nothing in her life has ever felt this alive.

Her gaze shifts to the small vial on her nightstand, its surface pulsing faintly under the lamp. She reaches for it, her hand trembling. The liquid inside catches the light, silver turning briefly to gold. She does not know his name, but she knows she will not stop until she does.

She carries the vial into the sitting room, where tall windows frame the skyline in pale gray. The city below hums with early traffic, but she hardly hears it. She sets the vial on the glass table and lowers herself into a chair, folding her hands tightly in her lap.

For months her therapist has asked the same questions: Do you feel rested? Do you feel present? Celeste has given the same empty answers. Nothing touched her. Nothing reached through the fog. But this does. She can still feel the boy’s laugh against her skin, bright and uninvited.

She leans forward and whispers into the silence, testing the shape of it. “Who are you?” The words vanish in the still air, but the question hangs inside her like a flame, refusing to go out.

The morning drifts forward, but Celeste does not move from the chair. She watches the vial as though it might speak, her pulse keeping time with the faint shimmer inside. Servants enter quietly to place breakfast on the sideboard. She does not touch it. Hunger is nothing compared to the ache of what she has just felt.

Her phone buzzes with a reminder for a meeting. She silences it without reading the details. The world of appointments and schedules seems thin now, a paper screen that hides what truly matters. She presses her palm flat against the glass table, steadying herself.

For the first time in years, she feels awake. Not comforted, not safe, but alive. The boy’s laughter echoes again in her mind, as sharp and tender as a cut. She knows it is only the beginning. She knows she will follow it wherever it leads.

She brings the vial back to the nightstand and opens her laptop. The company’s portal glows on the screen. A notice confirms successful transfer and lists the purchase as “Therapeutic Memory Set: Juvenile Subject, Domestic.” There is no name. Only a transaction ID.

She clicks through the consent materials again, reading every clause. The language is careful and cool. Proprietary. Nontransferable. No attempts to identify the donor. She stops on that line and reads it twice more. The warning feels like a locked door left slightly open.

She closes the laptop and looks at the vial. The silver inside holds steady, as if waiting. She does not know who the boy is or who loved him first, but the feeling that moved through her is real. She decides she will start with the edges and work her way in.

Celeste spends the afternoon wandering her apartment as if it belongs to someone else. The rooms are immaculate, curated by decorators and staff, but none of it feels alive. She pauses in front of framed photographs of galas, vacations, and posed smiles. Not one of them stirs her. They are proof of a life, not the life itself.

The memory of the boy rises again, uninvited. She feels the tug of his small hand in hers, the sound of his breath against her shoulder. Warmth spreads through her chest and for a moment she forgets to breathe. It is not hers. She knows this. Yet it feels more real than anything she owns.

She presses her fingers to the glass of the photo frame. The woman in the picture is elegant, distant, and perfectly dressed. Celeste studies her as though she were a stranger. The boy’s laughter echoes faintly inside her, and the woman in the photo looks emptier than ever.

Evening settles over the city, drawing long shadows across the apartment. Celeste sits on the terrace with a glass of water, the vial resting on the table beside her. The skyline glows with lights that blink to life one by one, but her attention never leaves the silver liquid.

She closes her eyes and waits. The memory surfaces quickly now, as if the boy has learned the way back. She feels the warmth of his arms around her neck, the rush of his laughter against her ear. The sensation is so immediate that she gasps and grips the edge of the chair.

When she opens her eyes, the terrace is empty. The sound is gone, leaving only the thrum of traffic far below. Yet her heart continues to race, carrying the echo forward. She lifts the vial in her hand, certain of one thing. She will not let this remain a secret locked in glass.

Celeste sets the vial back on the table and leans forward, elbows pressed against her knees. The city noise blurs into a low hum, unimportant compared to the pulse of what she has felt. She wants more. She wants the boy’s face, his name, the details of a life that does not belong to her.

She thinks of calling her therapist, of explaining what has happened, but the idea collapses before it forms. No clinical note could capture this. No detached voice on the other end of the line could make sense of the love she felt bloom for a child she has never met.

She carries the vial into her bedroom and places it carefully on the nightstand. The silver thread inside glimmers once in the dim light. She lies awake long after midnight, eyes fixed on it, waiting for the next memory to rise.

Sleep finally takes her, but it is restless. Images rise and scatter, fragments she cannot hold. A swing moving in the wind. The thud of small shoes on a stair. The scent of soap and paint. Each piece flickers and breaks apart before she can name it.

She wakes in darkness, her pulse racing. The vial glows faintly in the corner of her vision, a soft light against the shadowed room. She reaches for it but stops, hand hovering in the air. The boy’s laughter echoes once, so clear she almost believes he is near. Then it fades, leaving silence heavy enough to press against her chest.

Celeste turns onto her side and closes her eyes. The memory does not return, but the hunger for it remains. She knows she will spend every waking moment chasing that sound.

Morning light spills across the room, pale and sharp. Celeste sits at her desk with the laptop open, the company’s portal glowing against her tired face. She scrolls through the documentation again, searching for any detail she might have missed. The rules are clear. The donor’s identity is protected. No inquiries, no contact, no exceptions.

She leans back in her chair and folds her arms. Rules have never stopped her before. Entire empires bend because she wants them to. The difference now is that this is not a contract or a deal. It is a boy’s laugh, a thread of love that does not belong to her, and it refuses to let her go.
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