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​A day of joy

Everyone laughed. The same expressions were on their faces—a quiet, spontaneous bliss—from the tallest glass towers of New York to the last crumbling villages lost in the dust of forgotten nations. The tenth anniversary of humanity’s greatest achievement—the end of unhappiness—was Évora Day. The city’s loudspeakers echoed a quiet voice, as if the air itself were whispering: No more suffering. No more sadness. Today, we celebrate human peace. From the balcony of her mother’s cracked apartment, Lyra watched. The streets below pulsed with white light and synchronized laughter. The Évora logo shone like a halo—an infinite loop—representing “happily ever after” above the children and parents bouncing together. Her mother sat perfectly still inside on a kitchen chair. Behind her ear, the tiny implant shone dimly through the skin. She had been fitted only two days earlier. Two days since she had stopped crying. Two days had passed since she had forgotten why she was crying. “Mother,” Lyra whispered, leaning closer. “Do you remember Dad?” her mother smiled softly as she turned around. “And why would I want to?”

Lyra tightened her throat. When she looked into her mother’s eyes, she saw only calm—a pure, perfect emptiness. Fireworks exploded outside, illuminating the horizon in gold. Like a single organism celebrating its perfect design, the crowd cheered in unison. But Lyra didn’t cheer. She pressed her palm to her chest, feeling her heartbeat—rapid, irregular, human. She didn’t know why, but tears slid down her face as the city celebrated.

She realized for the first time what truly scared her. It wasn’t the idea of ​​feeling better, but the idea that love might fade with her.

Lyra made a silent promise at that very moment, as the crowd laughed and the sound of the fireworks faded into the night. One day, she would make the world feel again.

​The Last Tear

LYRA STOOD IN THE WHITE waiting room, her hands trembling as she clutched her sketchbook to her chest. Rows of people sat around her in silence, their faces illuminated by the faint blue glow of the Évora Clinic sign. It smelled sterile—metal, ozone, and a faintly sweet scent, like plastic lilies.

They were all there for the same reason: to achieve perfection. Across the room, Myra—Lyra's best friend since childhood—chuckled with the nurse. Her laugh, though practiced, sounded hollow. She caught Lyra's eye and waved, her wrist bearing a faint blue mark signifying consent for the transplant.

Lyra forced a smile and walked over. "You don't have to do this," she whispered.

Myra smiled through tired eyes. "I do. Lee. I can't live this way anymore. The chip will help me. No more worry, no more heartache. Don't you want that, too?" Lyra was fed up. "What about the good things? You can't eliminate the bad without affecting the rest. Everything is connected." Myra reached out and squeezed it firmly. "You seem to be one of those extremists in the secret broadcast. It's not like they're performing brain surgery on us, come on. They're saving us from ourselves." The nurse called Myra's name.

She left the silver door with a final smile on her face. Lyra leaned back in her chair. The room fell silent around her. Advertisements showing happy families, peaceful citizens, and soothing music flashed on a screen mounted on the wall. The caption read: "Evora: Because happiness shouldn't hurt." Time passed. Minutes, maybe hours. Then Myra appeared. She shared the same look. But there was no longer any vitality, albeit subtle, in her eyes. As if she'd seen Lyra through a fog, she blinked. "Hey," Lyra said quietly, standing up. "How are you feeling?"

Myra smiled faintly. "Nour." Lyra waited for more from her, for her to cry, laugh, and hug her. But Myra just tilted her head, looking at the tears pooling in Lyra's eyes.

"Why are you sad?" she asked. "There's no need to be sad," I said. Lyra realized then that Myra had forgotten how to feel. The nurse ordered her closer to the table. "Miss Vile, you're next." Lyra backed away. "No," she said quickly. "I changed my mind." The nurse frowned, her perfect calm marred by faint confusion. "Refusing a transplant, Miss Vile, is completely unnatural. It's necessary for the safety of society."

"I'm not sick," Lyra announced. "And I don't need to be cured."

The nurse's smile froze. "Everyone needs peace, sweetheart."

Turning around, Lyra dashed away from the rows of blank faces toward the rain. She stopped at the corner, the pools reflecting the city lights. People walked by nonchalantly, laughing as the rain soaked their clothes. Lyra turned her head toward the sky. The raindrops were cold, alive against her skin. For the first time in months, she allowed herself to cry. She caught the last tear on her fingertip as it fell. Something inside her whispered: Don't let this be the last.

​The Smilers

THE CITY OF ETHEREON was built to look perfect.

Wide, clean streets. Glass towers like mirrors. Gardens where every flower was artificial and designed to last forever, never to wither. Lyra moved through the crowd, sketchbook under her arm, blending in as best she could. Around her, people laughed for no reason, couples held hands without warmth, and children played without noise. Silence, strange and precise, was joy. Every building displayed the same motto in glowing white letters:

Ecstasy is harmony. Humanity is harmony. Lyra looked around the crowd for something real, like a spark, a frown, a look of bewilderment. Anything. But there was nothing.

Even the air seemed fake. Filtered. Controlled.

At the tram stop, a woman dropped her bag. Lyra bent down to help the woman, but she didn't respond; Instead, she smiled, picked up the bag, and continued walking, as if people no longer appreciated kindness. Lyra opened her sketchbook before sinking onto a bench. Unfinished faces and eyes were staring back at her, something missing from the pages. She tried to draw Mira, but her pen hesitated. She couldn't remember the sound of her friend's laughter in the past. A voice surprised her. You shouldn't draw in front of people. Lyra lifted her head. A man stood a few feet away, his hands in the pockets of his gray jacket. He was watching her—not with the blank calm of the others, but with curiosity. Behind his eyes, a hint of life and intensity shone. "Why not?" she asked.

He turned his head slightly. "Art reminds people."

Lyra furrowed her brow. "And is that bad?" "It's dangerous in this city." Before she could respond, two law enforcement officers—tall, faceless figures wearing white armor—shoved past. As they scanned the crowd for any emotional abnormality, a faint pulse of light emanated from their helmets. The man pretended to adjust his sleeve as he averted his gaze. He moved closer after they left. Keep your feelings to yourself if you want to survive. Lyra hesitated. What are you? He smiled faintly. "Someone who still remembers how things used to be." Then, in a flash, he disappeared into the roaring crowd. Her heart pounding, Lyra sat frozen. In a world that had lost all sense of rhythm, the sound of her heartbeat was disturbing. A folded piece of paper was tucked between the pages of her sketchbook when she looked down. A symbol was drawn on it: an open eye surrounded by electrical circuits. A single word lay beneath. "Wake up."

Lyra's breath caught. The man had disappeared as she looked around. Only the smiling citizens remained, their eyes reflecting the endless proclamations promising peace.

But for the first time, Lyra didn't feel alone. Someone else did. Moreover, she was aware that this awakening, whatever it was, was the beginning of something serious. Something real.

​Echoes Underground

THE RAIN HAD STOPPED, but the streets still shimmered, reflecting the neon glow of the city. Beneath her coat, Lyra traced the coordinates on the back of the notebook, her heart pounding. The air grew colder as she left the glass towers behind, venturing into the lower sectors—Area Nine, where the forgotten parts of Ethereon still breathed.

Up above, drones buzzed in steady columns, monitoring curfew violations. Here, light barely reached. Buildings leaned inward, their walls smeared with soot and graffiti—symbols of resistance hastily covered over but never completely erased.

At the end of a narrow alleyway, Lyra found the mark again: the open eye, glowing dimly beneath the grime. She pressed her hand against it.

The wall hissed and split.

From among the shadows, a man spoke: “Either you’re brave or stupid.”

Lyra recognized his tone immediately—it was the man from the tram stop. He stepped into the light this time. He was younger than she'd thought, perhaps in his mid-twenties, with short, dark hair and a faint scar across his jaw. In a world devoid of color, his sharp, troubled eyes seemed to bring everything to life. "I had to learn what it meant to be awake," Lyra said.

He studied her for a moment, then gestured for her to enter. "Come on. Before they trace the signal."

The door closed behind them, barring her from stepping into the darkness before the faint hum of machinery filled the air. The corridor led into a cavernous room lit by flickering screens. Dozens of people—real people—moved between the cables and screens. Some looked up when Lyra entered, their faces weary, their eyes vibrant.

"That's us," the man said. "The ones who rejected the chip, or removed it. We're the last ones who still feel."

Lyra's breath caught. "Removed it?" He nodded to a woman across the room who looked like a doctor. "Very painful, but effective. If you don't die in the process."

Lyra shivered. "Why?"

"Because they took away everything that made us human," he said. "Grief. Fear. Love. You don't have one without the other. The Evora chip doesn't just erase pain, it replaces it with obedience."

He turned to one of the screens and pressed a series of keys. A 3D model of a brain appeared, surrounded by bright dots of light.

"This is the chip," he said. "It intercepts neurotransmitters—serotonin, dopamine, oxytocin—and regulates them. That's why they never cry. Or fall in love. They can't."

Lyra stared at the image, her pulse racing. "So they're just... empty?"

He nodded. "Happy, but empty." A shiver of anger shot through her. "My mother—my friend
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