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“THE NUMBER”

The room smelled like antiseptic and fear.

Mara noticed that first.

The scent crawled into her lungs, sharp and sterile, as if the air itself had been scrubbed of anything human. The walls were white—but not clean white. This was institutional white. A color meant to erase memory.

She sat in the molded plastic chair, knees bouncing despite her effort to still them. Across the room, a digital screen pulsed softly.

TRAUMA ASSESSMENT — FINAL REVIEW

Her name hovered beneath it.

MARA ELLISON | AGE: 18

She swallowed.

Everyone said the same thing:
Just answer honestly. The system is fair.
But honesty never felt safe to her.

A woman entered without knocking. She wore gray—everyone official did. Her badge read Evaluator #614. No name.

“Good morning, Mara,” she said, voice flat. “This will only take a moment.”

A lie.

Mara had been evaluated since she was seven. Questions about her home. Her emotions. Her reactions to loss. They asked about her mother’s breakdowns, her father’s absence, the nights she went to bed hungry and learned not to cry because crying didn’t change anything.

Every answer was stored.
Categorized.
Scored.
The evaluator tapped the screen.

“Before I show you your Trauma Score, do you have any final statements?”

Mara’s mouth opened, then closed.

What would she say?
That she was tired but not dangerous?
That she had learned to survive without falling apart?
That pain didn’t own her?
She shook her head.

The screen shifted.

The number appeared.

72

For a moment, the world stopped.

Her ears rang. Her chest tightened. The number felt unreal—too large, too heavy. It pressed against her ribs like a verdict.

“That can’t be right,” she whispered.

The evaluator didn’t look surprised.

“Your score places you in the High Risk category,” she said. “You will receive housing assignment within Zone C, employment restrictions, and mandatory treatment.”

Mara stood so fast the chair scraped loudly against the floor.

“I’ve never hurt anyone,” she said, voice shaking. “I go to school. I work. I take care of my mother.”

The evaluator finally met her eyes.

“This isn’t about what you’ve done,” she said. “It’s about what you’re capable of.”

Something inside, Mara cracked.

Because for the first time, she understood the truth:

The city wasn’t afraid of criminals.

It was afraid of people who survived what should’ve destroyed them.
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Classification
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THE BAND CLOSED AROUND Mara’s wrist before she reached the door.

It didn’t hurt—but it startled her enough that she flinched. The metal was cool, seamless, precise. It wrapped itself around her skin like it had been waiting there all along. A soft chime sounded as the display lit up.

TS 72 — HIGH RISK

The letters glowed red.

No one touched her after that.

The evaluator stepped back, creating space that felt deliberate. Protective. As if Mara had become something unstable simply by existing with a number too high to be comfortable.

“Follow the indicators,” the evaluator said, pointing to a thin blue line that appeared on the floor. “Transportation will be provided.”

Mara wanted to ask questions. A thousand of them pressed against her throat. But the band pulsed once—firm, warning—and she swallowed them down.

She followed the line.

The waiting room was full.

Some of the newly assessed laughed in shaky relief, staring at green or yellow bands like they’d been handed a future they didn’t have to fight for. Others cried openly, clutching their wrists as if the numbers might fade if held tightly enough.

A girl caught Mara’s eye.

Her band glowed green. TS 14.

She smiled—an apology disguised as gratitude.

Mara looked away.

The transport car was already open when she arrived. Windowless. White. Too clean. Inside, seats were molded plastic, bolted to the floor. Two guards stood silently near the door, hands resting casually near their weapons.

Mara sat.

The doors slid shut without a sound.

As the car moved, the band warmed against her skin. A vibration traveled up her arm, then stopped. The screen changed.

RECLASSIFICATION COMPLETE
HOUSING ZONE: C
EMPLOYMENT STATUS: RESTRICTED
CIVIC RIGHTS: REVOKED
Her breath caught.

She pressed her thumb against the band instinctively, as if it might respond to pressure. It didn’t.

The city outside was invisible, but she felt the distance growing. With every minute, she was being carried farther from the version of her life she’d imagined—college applications she’d never send, apartments she’d never qualify for, choices she was no longer trusted to make.

The car stopped.

Zone C didn’t announce itself with signs. It didn’t need to. You could feel it the moment the doors opened.

The air smelled different—heavier, damp with oil and concrete. Buildings crowded together, tall and narrow, as if they were competing for space they knew they didn’t deserve. Surveillance cameras clung to every corner, their lenses dark and unblinking.

People moved quickly.

Heads down. Voices low.

No one lingered.

Mara stepped onto the platform, the band flashing once as her presence registered. A map appeared on its screen, highlighting her assigned residence.

C-317

Her building leaned slightly to the left, like it had grown tired of standing straight. Inside, the hallway lights flickered—not broken, just dim enough to remind you not to expect too much. Doors lined the walls, each marked with a number instead of a name.

No one belonged here long enough to need one.

Her door opened automatically.

The apartment was smaller than she expected—and she hadn’t expected much. One room. One narrow bed attached to the wall. A sink. A toilet behind a partial divider. No mirror.

The wall screen flickered on as soon as she stepped inside.

WELCOME, MARA ELLISON
PLEASE REVIEW YOUR RESTRICTIONS
She stood there, frozen, as the list scrolled.

• Curfew: 9:00 PM
• Movement: Zone C only
• Employment: Labor-approved positions
• Therapy: Mandatory (3 sessions weekly)
• Medication: As prescribed
• Surveillance: Continuous
At the bottom, separated by a thin red line:

REPRODUCTION: PROHIBITED

Her knees buckled.

She sat hard on the bed, the words burning into her vision. She hadn’t planned on children—not yet—but the finality of it stole something from her she hadn’t known she was still holding.

Choice.

The band pulsed again.

As if to say: You don’t need to think about that anymore.

Mara lay back and stared at the ceiling. It was blank, unmarked, the same color as the assessment room. The same color as forgetting.

She thought of her mother, waiting at home, believing—because she had to—that the system was fair. That her daughter would be fine if she followed the rules.

Mara lifted her wrist.

The number glowed steadily.

Seventy-two.

High Risk.

She wasn’t angry yet.

She was something worse.

She was beginning to understand.

And somewhere deep beneath the fear, beneath the grief, beneath the quiet shame the city wanted her to carry—

Something hardened.
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Treatment Protocol
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THE THERAPY WING SMELLED like antiseptic and lavender—an intentional contradiction.

Mara learned this within minutes of sitting in the intake chair, her wrist band syncing automatically with the room’s system. The lights dimmed to a soft amber, the temperature adjusted to “comfort range,” and a screen slid down from the ceiling like a calm, benevolent eye.

SESSION 1 OF 3 — COMPLIANCE MONITORING ACTIVE

She swallowed.

A woman entered without knocking.

She wore neutral gray, no insignia, no name tag. Her hair was pulled back tightly, not a strand out of place. She smiled in a way that suggested practice rather than warmth.

“I’m Dr. Hale,” she said, sitting across from Mara. “I’ll be overseeing your therapeutic integration.”

Mara didn’t respond.

Dr. Hale didn’t seem to notice.

“Let’s begin with something simple,” she continued, tapping the tablet in her hand. “How does it feel to know your Trauma Score?”

Mara stared at the wall.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “Wrong.”

The band vibrated sharply.

LANGUAGE FLAGGED — SUBJECTIVE RESISTANCE

Dr. Hale nodded, as if this were expected. “That’s a common response. But remember—your score isn’t a judgment. It’s a measurement.”

“A measurement of what?” Mara asked.

“Risk,” Dr. Hale replied smoothly. “To yourself. To others. To societal balance.”

Mara’s jaw tightened. “I’ve never hurt anyone.”

The therapist smiled again. “Trauma doesn’t require violence to be dangerous.”

The screen flickered to life.

Images appeared—blurred, fragmented moments from Mara’s childhood. Her father’s empty chair at the kitchen table. Her mother crying in the bathroom, the door locked. A school hallway, lockers slamming, laughter that followed her long after the bell rang.

Mara sucked in a breath. “How do you have that?”

“Your file is comprehensive,” Dr. Hale said. “We don’t leave gaps. Gaps lead to unpredictability.”

The images shifted.

A graph appeared beside them.

TRAUMA ACCUMULATION INDEX — AGE 7–17
EMOTIONAL INSTABILITY: ELEVATED
SUPPRESSION RESPONSE: CHRONIC
“That’s not instability,” Mara said, her voice shaking. “That’s surviving.”

The band pulsed—longer this time.

DEFENSIVE REFRAMING DETECTED

Dr. Hale leaned forward. “Survival and instability often overlap. The system doesn’t punish trauma, Mara. It accommodates it.”

“By taking everything from me?”

“By protecting the city,” Dr. Hale corrected gently. “Including you.”

Mara laughed once—sharp, humorless. “From what?”

From yourself.

The words didn’t appear on the screen. They didn’t need to.

Dr. Hale’s tablet chimed. She glanced down. “Your emotional response is exceeding safe thresholds. We’ll proceed with medication.”

A drawer slid open beside Mara’s chair. Inside lay a small white capsule.

“No,” Mara said.

The band vibrated violently.

NONCOMPLIANCE — WARNING

Dr. Hale’s voice softened. “This will help stabilize your score. Lower it, even.”

Mara looked at the pill, then back at the screen.

“What happens if I don’t take it?”

Dr. Hale met her gaze for the first time without smiling. “Your score will rise.”

Mara picked up
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