
RADU NICULESCU

The Last Touch

Copyright © 2025 Radu Niculescu

All rights reserved.

radu.niculescu@protonmail.com

––––––––
[image: ]


If you love dystopian magic, soul-deep romance, and poetic rebellion... this story was written for you.
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Prologue – The Last Spring of Velmora
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Year 1025 A.D.

Before love was outlawed... before silence swallowed the skies... there was Velmora, a realm where emotions danced freely on the breeze.

Nestled between majestic jade mountains and mist-kissed rivers, Velmora transcended mere existence; it was a song — a melody humming with life and vibrancy. Flowers unfurled in hues of spirited colors, blooming to a harmonious tune. Lanterns, guided by invisible threads of feeling, floated gently in the twilight. Every stone, every whisper of wind, every exchanged glance held a spark of magic — for here, the essence of feeling was revered as sacred.

In the very heart of this radiant kingdom stood the Palace of Aelindor, a breathtaking marvel of crystal archways and cascading gardens. Its towers, expertly carved from shimmering moonstone, intertwined with lively vines that glowed softly under the watchful eyes of stars at night. Songbirds found their nests amidst the open halls, filling the air with melodious trills, while water flowed gracefully through polished marble channels, echoing as if it were music itself. The fragrant scent of lilac and honey enveloped the palace, a constant reminder of nature's bounty and beauty.

It was within these enchanted walls that Princess Elira of House Solmare was nurtured — not bound by the icy chains of duty, but cradled in the gentle warmth of affection. A child of spring, she embodied the spirit of sunlight and steadfast curiosity, her wild curls framing a face bright with wonder and defiance, always questioning the traditions that sought to bind her.

Her mother, Queen Liraen, ruled not from a grand throne but from the earth itself, her hands forever immersed in soil, coaxing vibrant blossoms from the hardest stones. Her presence quelled storms and sparked bouts of laughter throughout Velmora. The very magic she wielded flourished in her touch — one embrace from her could mend a grieving heart, stitching together the frayed edges of sorrow.

Her father, Prince Deylen, was not a mage but rather a keeper of immortal stories. He spun tales each night that transported Elira beyond the horizon — legends whispered by realms beyond the mountains, constellations that spoke of fate and destiny, philosophies that ignited her spirit and challenged the status quo. With profound wisdom, he once imparted, “Power fades like the morning mist. But kindness carves eternity into the hearts of those who remember.”

In the Solar Hall, a magnificent glass-walled chamber that overlooked the ancient Silverwood trees, they gathered as a family each evening. Regardless of the burdens of the day, her mother always bestowed a gentle kiss upon her forehead, while her father brought laughter to the table through his whimsical tales. This nightly ritual held a power stronger than any spell, anchoring them in love and connection.

And so, Elira blossomed — she reveled in laughter, absorbed knowledge, and thrived in love. The people adored her. She danced barefoot at jubilant village weddings, strumming her lyre with heartfelt melodies for orphaned children, and shed tears openly when animals met their fate. It was believed that her heartfelt tears could nurture dry soil and revive withered crops.

Yet, as her twentieth name-day approached, a shadow crept across the land like a thief in the night. The vibrant songs of the kingdom began to fade. Birds abandoned their nests. Dreams fell silent, their whispers swallowed whole.

A darkness, the Seers warned, fed on emotion itself — a mindless, insatiable hunger that dulled hearts and drained the vibrant life from Velmora. Queen Liraen’s heart filled with dread at the looming threat. “When love is lost,” she cautioned, “we become but ash that walks.”

In a desperate bid to protect Velmora from impending doom, she turned to ancient legend — the Rite of Sealing, a powerful spell designed to enshroud the kingdom in timeless stasis until the world was once more ready to embrace its capacity to feel. However, the spell required a singular anchor — one soul willing to bind the cherished memories of Velmora across the void of time.

With resolute courage, Elira stepped forward, driven by love and a fierce desire to protect. She did not act out of duty but from a profound connection to her mother’s hands nurturing the earth, her father’s tales echoing in twilight, and the golden sunlight that danced on the rose-covered stairs. She believed she would drift into a peaceful slumber, cradled in memory, until the dawn of emotion returned to the world.

But then, the rite shattered. 

Light fractured in brilliant shards, spiraling like glass caught in a tempest. The palace quaked with an otherworldly tremor. Her mother’s voice, filled with panic, screamed her name, reverberating through the turmoil. Elira — heart swelling with love, eyes wide with unyielding hope — was abruptly pulled through a rift, not of dreams, but of time itself.

She fell through centuries of oppressive silence, her magic scattering like delicate petals torn from their blossoms by a fierce storm.

And when she finally opened her eyes, the air was chillingly cold. The world was harsh and unyielding, made of steel and shadows. No one remembered the warmth of love's embrace, nor the joy it bore.
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Chapter I – The Air Without Song
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Year 3025 A.D.

Elira awoke to silence.

Not the gentle hush of dawn breaking or the serene quiet of a fresh snowfall. This silence felt dead. Hollow. Heavy — as if the very essence of life had ceased to exist, and the world had forgotten how to breathe.

She lay upon a cold surface — smooth and metallic — beneath a harsh ceiling of unyielding white light that hummed without warmth or comfort. Gone were the sounds of birdsong, the caress of the wind, the sweet aroma of lilac that once filled her lungs with joy. She was engulfed by a sterile, soulless glare in a room devoid of windows, a glimpse of the sky, or any promise of solace.

Her fingers twitched as she started to regain her composure.

With great effort, she propped herself into a sitting position, feeling dizzy and vulnerable. The gown she had worn during the Rite, once a ceremonial silk kissed by light, lay in tatters at her hem, its once-glorious golden embroidery faded and dull. Her arms felt exposed and barren; a stark contrast to the love and warmth she had known. Yet, the pendant her mother had gifted her — a silver crescent embedded with a shimmering seed of memory crystal — still hung around her neck, pulsing faintly, warm against her chest. Still here. Still real.

She shifted to rise, but the floor shifted beneath her, a disorienting sensation. It wasn’t stone; it was some strange, cold, seamless material that absorbed sound. Her footsteps echoed eerily in the silence, dull and muted.

Suddenly, the door hissed open, breaking the stillness.

She flinched at the unnatural noise.

A man stepped through the threshold. Tall and sharp-jawed, he was clad in a stark black uniform, its silver trim glinting under the unforgiving light. His eyes held an unsettling emptiness — not unkind, but devoid of life, like a book whose pages had been stripped bare.

Behind him stood two silent figures draped in white. They were not human, not quite. Their movements were too fluid, too perfect, and their faces bore an unsettling stillness, void of expression.

The man raised a small, sleek device towards her, its surface blinking and scanning. A series of beeps punctuated the silence.

“She’s emotionally active,” he muttered, his voice carrying a mix of fascination and dread. “Unregistered. Uncoded.”

One of the drones, quick and precise, turned its head with a mechanical click, processing this new information. “Quarantine protocol initiated. Potential emotional vector identified. Recommend stasis or neural cleanse.”

Elira felt her heart race as panic surged in her throat. “Where am I? Who are you?” she demanded, her voice trembling.

The man didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he narrowed his gaze, studying her with the kind of intensity that felt less like scrutiny and more like the examination of an intricate puzzle he was desperate to solve.

“You’re not supposed to exist,” he said quietly, a hint of confusion threading through his tone. “Not in this world.”

Before she could process his words, he advanced a step, reaching toward her arm with an unsettling calm.

Instinct took over. She struck him across the face with all her strength.

A gasp echoed from the drones, not of air, but rather a synthetic sound protocol. Alarms blinked ominously along the walls, painting the sterile room in a frantic red light.

“You touched him,” the drone stated flatly, its voice devoid of judgement yet steeped in the gravity of the act. “That is... prohibited.”

Elira didn’t grasp all the words — some danced just out of reach of her understanding. But the fear swelling in her chest was unmistakable. The wrongness of this place seeped into her bones.

The man stood there; his cheek reddened from her strike. Yet, his expression remained eerily neutral, the flicker of surprise barely detectable at the edge of his eyes.

In that brief moment, something shifted — a glimpse of shock or perhaps the glimmer of a long-buried memory.

He turned away, regaining composure. “Put her in Containment. Maximum silence,” he commanded, his voice steady. “No neural dampeners yet.”

“Why?” asked one of the drones, its tone curious, an artificial flicker of empathy surfacing.

The man hesitated, his thoughts a dark cloud swirling just beneath the surface. Just for a second, the weight of uncertainty crossed his face.

“I want to see what she dreams about.”
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Chapter II – The Boy Who Forgot How to Cry
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Year 3025 A.D.

Kael Ryven was born in Sector 12, within the sterile confines of a birthing unit known as Harmony Block Delta, a name that dripped with irony.

He was among the dwindling few conceived through natural means before the Regime’s cold, iron grip fully enveloped society, transitioning to genetic pairing and lab-optimized reproduction — a sterile assembly line of humanity without warmth or spontaneity. His early years were spent in a Child Optimization Center, a place where laughter was silenced, and curiosity was stifled. Children – pale, quiet, and wide-eyed – were raised under the watchful eyes of surveillance cameras, indoctrinated to avoid touch, to shun questions, and to bury any hint of feeling deep within.

There were no lullabies to soothe their dreams, no bedtime stories woven with whispers of adventure or imagination. Instead, there were screens flashing cold, clinical data, rigid schedules dictating their every moment, and enforced sleep that came as an escape from the harsh reality they inhabited.

From the age of three, Kael was fitted with an emotional dampening implant nestled behind his left ear. It pulsed with an unrelenting rhythm, suppressing the hormonal spikes of joy, sorrow, and fear that threatened to unravel the rigid control of his world. If a smile lingered too long on his lips, the device buzzed gently, a reminder of the danger of such expressions. If tears fell from his eyes, the pulse became harsh and sharp, a jolt of pain to curtail the outpouring of emotion.

He learned quickly how to navigate this landscape of numbness.

By the age of four, he experienced his first disconnect. A nurse, perhaps acting on a fleeting instinct, had brushed her fingers through his hair, tucking it behind his ear. It was a simple mistake that set off alarms. A scan revealed an emotional surge, a flicker of warmth that registered as an anomaly in a world governed by cold logic. She was reassigned. Kael never saw her again; the memory of her kindness faded like a ghost at dawn.

By the time he reached six, it was abundantly clear to him: emotions were a virus, an insidious threat that roamed freely, infecting the weak. And the system was the cure — a brutal, unyielding regime that eroded the very essence of humanity’s heart.

His education was clinical, devoid of warmth or creativity. Each lesson was designed to strip away individuality and replace it with obedience. Subjects delved into cold logic, strict obedience, and the ethics of surveillance. Emotional Contagion Theory filled his mind, showcasing the chaos of the old world — a place where love once ruled but ultimately burned everything to ashes.

The instructor’s voice carried the weight of authority and disdain as they played images on the cold screens — riots in the streets, lovers torn asunder by rage and passion, parents cradling their dying children, and bloody wars ignited over vengeance and desire. 

“Emotion is chaos,” the instructor intoned, their voice a monotone drone. “Feeling leads to fear. Fear leads to control. Control leads to violence. We ended that cycle. Be grateful.”

And Kael was. Or at least, he thought he was, indoctrinated to believe that the grind of routine was the forge of his identity.

He advanced through the ranks not by physical violence but by the sharp clarity that came from his emotional detachment. He learned to see emotions flickering in others like distant fires: the micro-expressions, fleeting eye shifts, tonal changes that spoke volumes, even when he felt nothing himself. This made him invaluable, untouchable, a specter that loomed over others with an oppressive authority.

An enforcer. A watcher. A shadow in a world where sunlight never pierced the thick clouds of forgetfulness.

Yet, the dreams returned, unbidden.

At first, they were just sound — a hum, a whisper, a haunting call that echoed his name, Kael, as if it meant something more than just a designation. 

Then came the image: a woman with dark hair and golden rings adorning her wrists, kneeling beside him, her lips moving in silent song. Warmth enveloped him in the memory of her smile. It felt real, intoxicating even, yet he didn’t know her name. 

But the knot of longing birthed a familiar ache in his chest, a sensation long since buried beneath layers of conditioning.

He woke each morning shaking, disoriented from an emotional storm that threatened to sweep him away. Desperate to quell the turmoil within him, he requested a new dampener — stronger, faster, more effective.

They approved it.

But it didn’t work. 

The virus wasn’t in the air. It wasn’t in the fleeting brush of skin against skin. No, it was something far deeper, something that twisted and coiled within him, a longing that no technological device could suppress.

Then she arrived — barefoot, bewildered, her very presence a tempest of confusion and emotion. Her voice trembled, vibrant with color and light in the monochrome world he inhabited — a stark contrast to the sterile exists around him. 

She felt wrong, untamed, utterly alive.

For the first time in decades, something inside Kael stirred. Something that had been dormant and chained, waiting for the spark of a rebellious flame. 

It was both exhilarating and terrifying.
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Chapter III – A Cage Without Color
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There were no windows.

Elira had lost count of the walls by now — smooth, seamless, and a disheartening silver-gray that soaked up color, suffocating it in its sterile embrace. The lights above her never dimmed, an oppressive brightness that flooded the space with a relentless glare. They didn’t flicker; they didn’t offer warmth or comfort. They simply existed, cold and unfeeling, like everything else in this strange, soulless place where humanity felt like a distant memory.

No birdsong chirped in the distance. No gentle breeze whispered through unseen cracks. No concept of time persisted. 

She sat cross-legged on the platform they coldly referred to as a bed, arms wrapped tightly around her knees, as if trying to shield herself from the encroaching emptiness. Her ceremonial gown, once woven from the finest silks and shimmering with enchantment, now lay wrinkled and dirt-stained, clinging to her skin like a haunting memory that refused to let go.

Craving reassurance, she pressed a hand to the pendant around her neck, the last remnant of her past. It was the only thing in this dismal realm that felt real, tangible.

Mother... Father... The thoughts gnawed at her. Were they still there, suspended in time alongside the rest of Velmora? Or had the sealing failed entirely, leaving them lost to the abyss? She had no way of knowing. 

The silence wrapped around her, a heavy cloak that suffocated rather than comforted. It was not serene; it was vacant, a hollow void that crushed her
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