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Chapter One: The Raid
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The first sound was a low hum, like a heartbeat beneath the earth.

John Winston awoke and stirred in his bed, blinking in the dark. The vibration was faint but constant, a distant mechanical pulse that he had been conditioned to tune out over the years. It was probably just another surveillance drone, one of the many that skimmed the skies at night, ensuring that everything remained as it should be.

Then came the sirens.

A single tone at first, stretching high into the night air. Then another. Then a dozen more, converging into a shrieking chorus that cut through the darkness.

He sat up, heart pounding and moved to his bedroom window. As he peered into the darkness, he briefly caught a glimpse of his own startled face casting a ghostly reflection, but he barely took note of it. The real sight was beyond the glass.

Hovercrafts hung motionless over the village outside the city limits – just barely visible from his vantage on the seventh-story flat. He could see their bright searchlights carving deep, angular shadows between rooftops. Drones flitted between them like metal wasps, scanning, searching. The air smelled of ionized metal and something burning.

Then an amplified voice cut through the air, firm and absolute: "This is an authorized enforcement operation. Remain in your designated locations. Compliance ensures safety. Non-compliance will be corrected."

A muffled boom. Then another. Doors being forced open.

John froze as a woman’s scream echoed faintly from the streets below. His fingers jolted against the glass, creating a harsh streaking sound that yanked his attention back into the darkened room. He had seen raids reported on the news before, accepted them as necessary—even correct. But never had he witnessed the raw terror unfolding right beneath his window.

His eyes caught movement again: figures pulled from their homes—small, faceless, trembling beneath blinding lights. His chest tightened as he watched them pushed and dragged into the streets, their confusion and fear clear even from this distance.

The thought rose sharply, unbidden and clear: This isn’t love.

He sucked in a breath, startled by his own mind. Where had that come from? It wasn’t something he had been taught. It wasn’t something he was supposed to think. 

But... wasn’t this necessary? That’s what they had always said. Order was love. Discipline was love. Correction was mercy. But as he watched the figures below, these words felt hollow. Then the thought came again, louder this time, impossible to ignore: 

This isn’t love.

This wasn’t order. This wasn’t peace. This wasn’t righteousness.

This was control.

A sharp voice from one of the hovercrafts cut through the night. Orders barked. More movement. He could barely make out the shape of a woman struggling against two officers in the street below, her voice lost beneath the droning hum of enforcement protocols.

John forced himself away from the window, his pulse still racing. He wasn’t supposed to see this. He wasn’t supposed to think about it. His feet quickly carried him into the hallway, where the glow of the living room screen flickered against the walls. 

“Dad, did you see—” he rushed into the living room, breathless, searching for confirmation, denial—anything that made sense of what he'd just witnessed.

His father sat calmly on the couch, sipping Scotch as though it were any other evening. He glanced briefly at John, then gestured casually toward the telescreen, urging silence. His mother, scrolling absently through her tablet at the counter, barely acknowledged him.
John froze, the words trapped in his throat, his urgency collapsing under their unbothered calmness.
The BAF news feed his father was watching played as if this were just another late-night report on weather patterns or stock adjustments.

"Successful reintegration efforts are being carried out as we speak in a neighboring district. Officials say they are removing ideological threats from the area, restoring peace and moral order. Citizens are reminded that unauthorized texts, illegal gatherings, and unregistered spiritual activity remain punishable offenses. We thank our leaders for their swift action."

His father exhaled through his nose, swirling his drink. “Shame it had to come to that.”

His mother didn’t even look up from her screen.  “At least it’s taken care of now. Maybe now the people over there will learn their lesson – and maybe that area will get cleaned up so we can get a new shopping center nearby.”

John’s breath caught in his throat. They weren’t shocked. They weren’t questioning it. The calmness in their voices. The ease of it. Had he never noticed that before? 

The news anchor’s voice continued, smooth and unwavering.

"Citizens are advised to remain vigilant. If you see something, say something. The safety of our nation depends on our unity and our moral duty to report suspicious activity. For peace, for order, for the good of all."

His father nodded at the screen in approval. "People never learn."

John turned away. He didn’t want to hear any more. He slipped back into his room, locking the door behind him. His hands were cold. His thoughts were spinning. It wasn’t just that someone had been taken—it was that no one seemed to care.
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The next morning the sun cut through the blinds, casting sharp streaks of light across John’s face. He blinked at the ceiling, momentarily disoriented. For a second, he thought the sirens were still ringing in his ears. But it was just the city—a soft hum of movement, transit pods gliding between buildings, the distant crackle of morning news reports.

He dragged his body out of his bed and wandered into the common room. The telescreen was already on – always a bit too loudly because of his dad’s hearing loss from working in the server farms.  As he fumbled through the cupboard and prepared a bowl of cereal, he took notice of the voice of the morning talk show host, already furious about something.

"It’s a disgrace, folks. An absolute disgrace! The moral decay, the lack of gratitude for what we’ve built in this country—these people would rather spit in the face of their own blessings than follow the law."

His father moved around the kitchen, barely awake but already nodding along. The day didn’t begin until the telescreen was on, the morning rants making him angry about something new. 

He opened his mouth to ask his father why he chose to listen to the Balanced and Fair talk shows each morning—how he could stand all the yelling—but he hesitated. The echoes of the raid still lingered in his mind, leaving him exhausted, raw. He wasn’t ready to face his father’s dismissive anger, not today. Instead, he quietly reached for his AR goggles and slipped them on, retreating into the familiar numbness of the digital world.

A voice chirped in his ear.

"Good morning, John. Academic itinerary loaded. Today’s schedule has been optimized for learning efficiency."

His hands tightened around his cereal bowl. For the first time, the voice felt intrusive. For the first time, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to listen.
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The city’s morning procession of order was the same as always—crowds moving in quiet unison, transportation pods gliding across silent streets. The news feeds played in the background, updating citizens on policy changes and moral advisories.

John walked the familiar path
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