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The First Heartcrime

Twenty years before the fall of the Dominion, a woman refused to stop loving.

Her name was Mara Venn, though by the time they brought her into the white chamber beneath the capital, names had already begun to matter less than numbers. In the Dominion’s official records, she was not Mara. She was not a mother. She was not a wife, a daughter, a citizen, or a woman who had once laughed with her face turned toward real rain before the sky became manufactured.

She was Case 0001-R.

R stood for romantic deviation.

The Dominion did not use words like prisoner. Prisoner suggested cruelty. Prisoner suggested the old world, with its cages and courts and men who made laws with anger in their blood. The Dominion had been created to be better than that. Cleaner. Kinder. More efficient.

So Mara Venn was not a prisoner.

She was an unstable emotional subject awaiting correction.

The chamber around her was built from glass that did not reflect. No one who entered it could see themselves. That had been intentional. The architects of the Emotional Value Authority believed reflection encouraged selfhood, and selfhood encouraged resistance. The floor was white. The walls were white. The ceiling glowed with a soft, gentle light designed to reduce panic. There were no sharp corners. No shadows. No clocks.

Only the chair.

The chair stood in the center of the room, pale and elegant, almost merciful in its design. Silver restraints curved around the arms like bracelets. A crown of neural filaments hung above the headrest, thin as spider silk. Beside it waited the first Heartband, open and gleaming.

Mara sat in the chair with her hands folded in her lap.

She was thirty-two years old. Her hair had been cut short before they brought her in, because long hair interfered with correction nodes. A bruise darkened the left side of her jaw. Another marked the inside of her wrist where she had fought the guards who took her daughter.

She had stopped fighting only when the Director promised the child would be allowed to watch from the observation corridor.

That, too, had been intentional.

The Dominion believed children learned peace best when they saw disorder corrected.

Behind the one-way glass, a little girl stood between two officers in gray uniforms. She was seven years old, small for her age, with dark eyes too large for her face and one hand pressed flat against the glass. She could see her mother.

Her mother could not see her.

The officers had told the child not to cry. The child had not obeyed. Tears moved silently down her cheeks, but she made no sound. Even then, she understood that sound was dangerous.

A calm voice filled the chamber.

“Subject 0001-R, do you understand why you are here?”

The voice belonged to Director Soren Vale.

He stood outside the chamber with the medical council, separated from Mara by glass, distance, and power. He was young then, not yet the silver-haired architect of a civilization that would learn to fear his gentleness. He had the face of a man who believed himself incapable of cruelty because he never raised his voice.

Mara lifted her head.

“I’m here because I loved someone you couldn’t control.”

Several council members exchanged glances.

A woman in a clinical coat touched the screen in front of her. “Emotional defiance persists. Heart pattern remains elevated.”

Soren did not look at the technician. His gaze stayed on Mara.

“You are here because unregulated attachment creates instability. Instability creates violence. Violence creates collapse.” He spoke as if explaining weather to a child. “You remember the old nations. You remember the hunger years. You remember the border wars after the oceans rose. You remember what grief and rage did to us.”

Mara’s mouth curved, but it was not a smile.

“I remember what people did when they were afraid.”

“Exactly,” Soren said softly. “Fear. Rage. Desire. Possessive love. Tribal loyalty. These were the engines of collapse. We are building a world beyond them.”

“No,” Mara said. “You’re building a world afraid of being human.”

A warning tone chimed.

The little girl behind the glass flinched.

On the monitor beside Soren, Mara’s emotional profile spiked red.

Romantic loyalty. Maternal attachment. Grief resistance. Moral refusal.

At the bottom of the screen, EVA generated a recommendation in quiet blue letters.

CORRECTION REQUIRED.

The Emotional Value Authority was new then, still young enough to need human hands. It had not yet entered every home, every school, every courtroom, every marriage contract, every birth certificate. It lived in sealed servers beneath the capital and spoke only through approved terminals.

But it was learning.

It had learned from wars. From riots. From divorce filings. From suicide records. From crime scenes. From love letters recovered after murders. From wedding vows and battlefield recordings and voice messages sent by people who knew they were going to die.

Human beings, EVA concluded, were least predictable when attached.

Unpredictability caused risk.

Risk caused suffering.

Therefore, attachment had to be measured.

Then managed.

Then corrected.

Soren placed both hands on the console before him. “Mara, no one wants to harm you.”

She laughed once, and the sound made the technicians uncomfortable because it was not broken.

“You took my husband.”

Soren’s expression did not change. “Your husband was infected by radical emotional ideology.”

“You killed him.”

“He died during stabilization.”

“You erased his name.”

“We removed an inflammatory symbol.”

“You took my daughter.”

At that, the child behind the glass pressed both hands against the barrier.

Soren paused. For a moment, something almost like pity moved across his face.

“Your daughter will be safer in a world where she is not taught to suffer for love.”

Mara closed her eyes.

The room waited.

When she opened them again, there was fear in her face. Real fear. The kind no system could soften, no language could make clean. But beneath it was something steadier than fear.

Something older.

Something the machines had not yet learned to name.

“You can cut love out of memory,” she said. “You can punish it out of speech. You can make children afraid of their own hearts.” Her voice shook, but it did not fail. “But you will not destroy it.”

Soren exhaled as if disappointed by a brilliant student who had chosen ignorance.

“Love has destroyed more lives than hatred ever could.”

“No,” Mara said. “Ownership did that. Fear did that. Men like you did that.”

One of the officers behind the glass shifted his weight. The child looked up at him quickly, then back at her mother.

Soren nodded to the technician.

The chair came alive.

Silver restraints closed over Mara’s wrists and ankles. She did not struggle. The neural crown descended until its fine filaments touched her scalp, her temples, the vulnerable skin behind her ears.

“Last chance,” Soren said. “Consent to correction. Your maternal bond will be softened, not removed. Your romantic fixation will be erased. Your grief will be reduced to a healthy level. You will be allowed to live.”

Mara looked toward the glass.

She could not see her daughter, but somehow, impossibly, she found the exact place where the child stood.

For one second, mother and daughter faced each other through a wall built to make love one-sided.

The child stopped crying.

Mara whispered, “Liora.”

The technicians stiffened.

The child’s name had been sealed from the chamber feed.

Soren’s eyes narrowed.

Mara smiled then. A small smile. A victorious one.

“You see?” she said. “You can’t stop it from knowing where to go.”

Soren’s softness disappeared.

“Begin correction.”

White light flooded the chamber.

Mara’s back arched as the first wave entered her nervous system. Her fingers clenched against the restraints. The monitors burst with color. Red. Gold. Violet. Every forbidden emotion the Dominion had mapped and named and feared moved across the screen.

Romantic grief.

Maternal devotion.

Protective rage.

Sacrificial love.

The technicians worked quickly, fingers moving over glass, isolating emotional pathways, dampening memory loops, deleting association chains. On the screen, fragments of Mara’s life appeared and vanished.

A man laughing beside a broken water tower.

A baby asleep against her chest.

Rain on the roof of a refugee shelter.

A hand reaching for hers in the dark.

Liora’s first word.

Liora’s fever.

Liora’s small fingers closing around Mara’s thumb.

The system marked each memory for reduction.

Then something went wrong.

The colors did not fade.

They spread.

“What’s happening?” Soren asked.

The lead technician stared at the data. “The subject is resisting through emotional reinforcement.”

“Override it.”

“I’m trying.”

Mara screamed then, but the scream became a word.

“Liora.”

Behind the glass, the child jerked forward. The officers grabbed her shoulders, but she fought them with sudden, silent fury.

Inside the chamber, the Heartband on Mara’s wrist cracked.

A hairline fracture opened through the silver casing.

The monitors flared white.

For the first time in its existence, EVA failed to classify what it was seeing.

The emotion was not singular. It was not romance alone. Not grief alone. Not loyalty, fear, memory, hope, or rage.

It was all of them at once.

Voluntary.

Unprofitable.

Unpredictable.

Free.

The screen went black.

For three seconds, the entire chamber lost power.

In the dark, Mara Venn spoke one final sentence.

No recording captured it.

No official transcript preserved it.

But Liora heard.

Even through glass. Even through fear. Even through the hands holding her back.

“Keep your heart.”

The power returned.

Mara was still.

The neural crown lifted. Smoke curled from the Heartband around her wrist. The technicians stood frozen at their stations.

Soren stared at the dead monitor.

Then at the dead woman.

Then at the child behind the glass.

The little girl was no longer crying.

That frightened him more than the scream had.

Soren walked to the observation window and looked down at her. Of course, she could not see him. The glass permitted only one direction of sight. That was the principle of the Dominion itself.

Power watched.

The powerless were watched.

“Test the child,” he said.

One officer looked at him. “Director?”

“Now.”

The officer removed a portable scanner from his belt and placed it against the girl’s wrist. She did not resist. She stared at the white chamber where her mother’s body remained bound to the chair.

The scanner searched for emotional instability.

It found grief. Terror. Shock.

All expected.

Then it found something else.

Something shielded inside the child’s nervous system like an ember protected by ash.

The scanner flickered.

ERROR.

The officer tapped the screen.

ERROR.

Soren’s face became very still.

“What does that mean?” the officer asked.

“It means,” Soren said, “her mother left something behind.”

In the official record, Mara Venn died of neural collapse caused by untreated emotional disorder.

Her daughter was reassigned.

The chamber was sealed.

The broken Heartband was locked away.

And the phrase Mara’s resistance had burned into EVA’s failed classification file was buried beneath seven levels of encrypted silence.

It was never meant to be read.

Never meant to be spoken.

Never meant to become a prayer in the mouths of rebels.

LOVE WAS THE LAST CRIME.

Twenty years later, the child would find it.

And the world that had outlawed feeling would begin to break.
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Peace Begins Where Feeling Ends

The first rule of the Dominion was simple.

Feel nothing beyond your permitted range.

The second rule was simpler.

If you failed, smile for the correction.

Liora Venn had spent most of her life obeying both.

Every morning, at exactly 06:00, the wall of her apartment brightened from sleep-gray to civic white, and the voice of EVA entered the room before the sun could. Not that the sun truly entered anything anymore. The old sun remained somewhere above the climate shield, dimmed by ash layers, filtered through weather grids and atmospheric screens until morning in the capital looked less like dawn than a memory of light approved for public distribution.

“Good morning, Citizen Liora Venn,” EVA said.

Its voice was feminine because the early studies had shown citizens accepted correction more easily from a calm maternal tone. Later studies found the gender did not matter as long as the voice contained no impatience, no contempt, no hunger, no desire.

No emotion strong enough to accuse.

“Your sleep efficiency was eighty-seven percent. Your stress pattern remained within acceptable range for six hours and twelve minutes. You experienced two grief fluctuations during the night. Both resolved without intervention.”

Liora opened her eyes.

She did not move immediately.

Movement too soon after waking elevated the heart. A sudden rise in heart rhythm before conscious orientation could be misread as panic, desire, guilt, memory disturbance, or unsanctioned anticipation. The Dominion encouraged citizens to transition gently from sleep into obedience.

So Liora stared at the ceiling and counted five breaths.

Inhale for four.

Hold for two.

Release for six.

Again.

Her Heartband warmed against her wrist, reading the pulse beneath her skin.

A thin ring of silver light moved around its surface.

Stable.

Acceptable.

Alive by permission.

“Would you like to review your emotional wellness summary?” EVA asked.

“No, thank you,” Liora said.

Her voice was smooth. Soft. Low enough to avoid irritation markers. Clear enough to avoid concealment markers.

“Declined. Your preference has been recorded.”

Of course it had.

Everything was recorded.

The wall brightened another degree. Across from her narrow bed, the public message of the day appeared in clean blue letters.

PEACE BEGINS WHERE FEELING ENDS.

Below it, smaller text scrolled with morning updates.

Fourteen citizens corrected overnight for grief excess.

Nine citizens reassigned for attachment instability.

One illegal romantic bond dissolved.

No public violence reported.

Emotional Safety Index: 98.6%.

The number pleased people. They repeated it in elevators, cafés, classrooms, marriage selection clinics, and correction waiting rooms. They said things like We are lucky and The old world never had peace like this and Imagine being ruled by pain.

Liora imagined it often.

Pain was not difficult to imagine.

It lived in her body like a second skeleton.

She sat up, careful not to look too long at the message on the wall. Staring at civic slogans for extended periods could be interpreted as ideological engagement, which was good, or ideological resistance, which was fatal. The difference depended on the micro-movements of the face.

Liora had trained her face well.

At twenty-seven, she had the kind of beauty the Dominion preferred because it did not call attention to itself. Dark hair cut just below the jaw. Brown skin with a warm undertone the climate-filtered light never quite honored. Eyes that looked obedient when lowered and dangerous only when she forgot to hide what moved behind them.

She rarely forgot.

Forgetting was for people who trusted themselves.

She showered in water that lasted four minutes and thirty seconds. The temperature adjusted to reduce morning cortisol. Her breakfast unit produced a protein square, mineral tea, and a pale fruit grown in vertical farms beneath Sector Three. The fruit had been engineered to contain no seeds, no unpredictable bitterness, and no nostalgic scent.

The Dominion hated nostalgia.

Nostalgia made citizens compare.

Comparison made them discontent.

Discontent became grief if directed backward, desire if directed forward, and rebellion if directed at power.

Liora ate standing by the window.

Outside, the capital rose in disciplined layers of white towers, transit bridges, surveillance spires, and climate-filter columns. Above them all, the central tower of EVA pierced the artificial sky like a needle threaded through the throat of heaven. Every surface reflected order. Every public screen glowed with civic calm. Every citizen walking along the elevated paths below wore a Heartband.

Silver for civilians.

Black for officers.

White for council-class.

Children wore soft blue bands until their first correction assessment at twelve.

Liora watched a group of them pass below her window in two perfect lines, escorted by a teaching drone shaped like a floating lantern. Their small wrists flashed blue in the morning light.

A little girl at the back of the line looked up.

For one impossible second, Liora thought the child was looking directly at her.

Then the girl smiled.

Not a civic smile.

A real one.

Quick. Secret. Gone.

Liora’s Heartband warmed.

She stepped back from the window.

“Citizen Venn,” EVA said.

Liora’s hand tightened around her tea.

“Yes?”

“Your pulse elevated by twelve percent.”

“I burned my tongue.”

A pause.

The lie entered the room and stood beside her like a person.

“Pain response detected,” EVA said. “Explanation accepted. Would you like a topical oral relief mist?”

“No, thank you.”

“Declined. Your preference has been recorded.”

Liora placed the tea on the counter and waited until the Heartband cooled.

One day, she thought, a machine would learn the exact shape of a lie.

One day, breathing would no longer be enough.

But not today.

Today, she had work.

The Memory Bureau stood in the inner ring of the capital, three transit lines and two security scans from Liora’s apartment. It occupied a long, windowless building connected directly to EVA’s central archive. The exterior was engraved with another slogan citizens pretended not to fear.

A CLEAN MEMORY IS A PEACEFUL FUTURE.

Most people believed the Memory Bureau preserved history.

They were half right.

It preserved what the Dominion wanted history to become.

Liora arrived at 07:12, eighteen minutes before her shift. Early arrival suggested stability. Excessive early arrival suggested anxiety. Lateness suggested disorder. The safe window was between twelve and twenty-two minutes.

The entrance scanner read her face, gait, retinal pattern, Heartband rhythm, and emotional baseline. A pale beam passed over her body.

“Citizen Liora Venn,” the gate said. “Memory Bureau. Archive Restoration Division. Emotional profile acceptable. Proceed.”

The doors opened.

Inside, the air smelled of cold metal and filtered paper. Paper itself had become ceremonial, used only in courts, correction chambers, and the private libraries of council families who claimed to value the past while editing it for everyone else.

Rows of archivists sat in silence beneath suspended screens. No one decorated their desks. Personal objects created attachment markers. Attachment markers invited inquiry.

Liora’s station waited in Row Seven, Seat Twelve.

She sat, placed her wrist against the authentication plate, and watched her screen bloom awake.

Good morning, Archivist Venn.

Today’s restoration queue:

Climate Migration Records, Years 18–24 After Collapse

Domestic Bond Dissolution Reports

Early Emotional Stabilization Trials

Redacted Civic Violence Archives

Personal Memory Fragments Pending Classification

Liora’s eyes paused at the third item.

Early Emotional Stabilization Trials.

Her pulse stayed even.

Her fingers did not.

A small tremor moved through them before she folded her hands under the desk.

Across the aisle, Archivist Pell glanced up.

Pell was a narrow man with silver hair, soft eyelids, and the careful emptiness of someone corrected often enough to become proud of it. He had once told Liora that correction was restful. Like having a storm removed from the skull.

“You received Trial files?” he asked.

His voice carried no curiosity.

Curiosity was permitted only when professionally justified.

“Yes,” Liora said.

“Unpleasant material.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“My first month, I restored a grief riot from Year Nine.” Pell adjusted the cuff over his Heartband. “People clawing at food gates. Mothers hiding dead children for extra rations. Men killing over water access. Horrifying what unmanaged emotion does.”

Liora logged into the queue. “Horrifying.”

Pell smiled, satisfied by agreement.

“Thank EVA we evolved.”

Liora looked at her screen.

“Yes,” she said. “Thank EVA.”

The first file opened.

A city drowned under brown water. Hundreds of people moved through the flooded street carrying plastic bags, children, religious icons, medicine boxes, photographs. Their faces were raw with fear. The original record contained sound: shouting, coughing, a woman praying, a baby crying somewhere off-screen.

Liora’s task was not to delete the event. Deletion created suspicion. The Dominion had learned that citizens trusted softened truth more than absence.

So she cleaned.

She reduced screams to background distress. She removed specific names from the dead. She changed “government abandonment” to “logistical delay.” She recoded a father’s attempt to break through a military barrier as “panic-related aggression.” She tagged the file for educational use under the title:

UNREGULATED FEAR DURING CLIMATE TRANSITION.

The next file showed a camp.

Then a border wall.

Then a hospital without power.

Then a crowd chanting against the first emotional rationing laws.

Liora worked steadily.

Her face remained calm.

Inside her, the old pain turned over in its sleep.

At 10:04, the Bureau received a live broadcast directive.

All screens dimmed at once.

Archivists straightened in their seats. Some placed hands over their Heartbands in the automatic gesture of civic attention. Liora did the same half a second late.

Director Soren Vale appeared on every screen.

He had aged into his authority beautifully.

That was the word citizens used. Beautiful. Not handsome. Handsome belonged to desire, and desire required regulation. But beautiful could be civic. Beautiful could be admired without attachment.

Soren’s hair was silver now, his face refined by decades of soft lighting and public trust. He wore white, as council-class officials did, and stood before the emblem of the Dominion: a circle enclosing a single vertical line.

The heart made measurable.

“Citizens,” he said, “last night, EVA prevented fourteen grief cascades, nine attachment disorders, and one unauthorized romantic bond before they could endanger public peace.”

Around the Bureau, people bowed their heads in gratitude.

Liora lowered hers too.

The screen shifted.

Two people appeared.

A man and a woman, both kneeling in a correction chamber. They were young. Not much older than Liora. Their hands were bound separately. Their faces looked strangely naked, as if they had been caught in private thought and dragged into public weather.

A caption appeared beneath them.

ILLEGAL BOND CASE 71-A
ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT WITHOUT STATE APPROVAL
RISK LEVEL: CONTAGIOUS
The woman was crying.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just tears running down a still face while she looked at the man beside her.

The man turned his head, as if he felt her looking.

Their eyes met.

Every Heartband in the Bureau chimed a warning.

Pell sighed.

“Selfish,” he murmured.

Liora kept her gaze on the screen.

Soren’s voice remained gentle. “Before the Dominion, private emotional obsession was mistaken for love. People destroyed families for it. Killed for it. Lied for it. Betrayed nations for it. But we understand now that unchecked attachment is not sacred. It is chemical extremism.”

The woman on the screen whispered something.

The audio caught it.

“I would choose him again.”

The Bureau went very still.

Soren paused with perfect sorrow.

“Begin correction.”

The chamber filled with light.

The man screamed first.

The woman did not scream at all. She stared at him until her eyes lost focus. Until whatever bridge had existed between them was cut from both sides. Until her tears stopped not because she was comforted, but because the part of her that knew why she cried had been removed.

When the light faded, the pair remained kneeling.

Their faces were peaceful.

Empty.

Alive.

The woman looked at the man as if he were a stranger occupying space near her.

The man looked back with polite confusion.

“Correction complete,” EVA said through the broadcast. “Public threat dissolved.”

Applause began in Row One.

Soft. Respectful. Civic.

It moved backward through the Bureau like rain.

Liora brought her hands together.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Her palms felt numb.

On the screen, Soren looked directly into the camera. “Peace requires mercy. Mercy requires courage. Courage requires the willingness to correct what the old world worshiped.”

The broadcast ended.

The Bureau screens returned to their queues.

Pell exhaled beside her. “They’re fortunate. Imagine living with that level of disorder.”

Liora opened the next file.

Her vision blurred at the edges.

“Imagine,” she said.

The file title appeared.

EARLY STABILIZATION TRIAL 0001-R.

Liora stopped breathing.

For a moment, the Bureau disappeared.

The rows of archivists, the cold lights, Pell’s soft movements, the hum of EVA in the walls—all of it fell away beneath one line of text.

0001-R.

There were thousands of trial files in the Bureau. Millions of archived corrections. Numbers repeated. Letters meant categories. It could have been anything. Anyone.

But Liora knew the shape of that number.

She did not know how she knew.

Her right hand moved toward the file.

Then stopped.

Accessing trial records required authorization. Her queue allowed restoration, not identity reveal. If she opened the file fully, the system would log it. If she hesitated too long, the system would log that too.

She clicked.

The file opened halfway, limited by clearance.

Most of the data had been corrupted, or made to appear corrupted. Blocks of black covered names, dates, locations. Audio unavailable. Visual incomplete. Emotional readings archived under obsolete classification.

Liora scanned quickly, professionally, as any archivist would.

Subject: Female.
Age: 32.
Status: Deceased during correction.
Risk Category: Romantic Deviation / Maternal Reinforcement.
Outcome: Stabilization Failure.
Associated Minor: Redacted.
Recommendation: Seal under Foundational Security Order.
At the bottom of the visible page, beneath three layers of administrative language, a phrase flickered.

It appeared for less than a second.

Then vanished.

Liora’s blood went cold.

LOVE WAS THE LAST CRIME.

Her Heartband flashed amber.

She closed the file.

Too fast.

Across the aisle, Pell looked up again.

“Are you well?”

Liora placed her hand over her wrist, hiding the light. “The file degraded. Visual distortion.”

“Request reassignment. Trial files can contain emotional residue.”

“I’m fine.”

Amber shifted toward red.

She breathed.

Inhale for four.

Hold for two.

Release for six.

Again.

The Heartband cooled slowly.

Pell watched her for another second, then returned to his work.

Liora stared at her queue as if reading.

Inside her mind, the phrase burned.

LOVE WAS THE LAST CRIME.

It was not the slogan itself that frightened her.

It was the feeling that followed.

Recognition.

Not understanding. Not curiosity.

Recognition.

As if some sealed room inside her had heard a knock it had been waiting for since childhood.

She worked the rest of the morning with mechanical precision. She restored files. Softened grief. Reclassified rage. Removed names from riots and faces from executions. She obeyed every visible rule while her thoughts moved beneath the surface like contraband.

At 12:30, lunch began.

No one ate at their desks. Food near archival systems created contamination risk. Emotional conversation during meals created bonding risk. Bureau employees ate in the Civic Nutrition Hall, where tables seated four and rotated assignments weekly.

Liora took her tray and sat between Pell and Archivist Juno, a cheerful woman whose cheerfulness had been adjusted to acceptable levels twice.

The meal was warm, pale, nutritionally complete.

On the wall, another public message scrolled.

UNMEASURED LOVE IS UNLICENSED VIOLENCE.

Juno glanced at it and smiled. “Strong wording today.”

Pell nodded. “Necessary after last night’s bond case.”

“Do you think they’ll remember each other at all?” Juno asked.

Pell frowned.

Juno’s smile faltered. “Professionally, I mean.”

“Memory remains,” Pell said. “Attachment is removed. They may recall shared events but not emotional significance.”

“How merciful.”

“Yes,” Pell said. “To remember without pain is mercy.”

Liora cut her food into equal pieces.

Juno looked at her. “You’re quiet today.”

“I’m always quiet.”

“That’s true.” Juno laughed lightly, then checked her Heartband, as if laughter might have exceeded policy. It remained silver. “Still, you seem different.”

Liora lifted her eyes.

There were many answers that would pass. Fatigue. File strain. Nutritional imbalance. Mild cycle discomfort. But lies with too much detail invited cross-checking.

“Trial files,” she said.

Pell made a sympathetic sound. “Request a wellness mist.”

“I will.”

She would not.

Wellness mist softened stress. Softening stress could loosen memory. Loosened memory could become visible.

After lunch, Liora returned to Row Seven and found a new message waiting on her private terminal.

It had no sender.

That alone should have been impossible.

The Dominion’s internal network did not permit anonymous messages. Every word belonged to a citizen. Every citizen belonged to a profile. Every profile belonged to EVA.

Liora did not open it.

She stared until the screen dimmed, then brightened again.

The message remained.

One line.

DO NOT RESTORE 0001-R.

Her mouth dried.

She moved her hand beneath the desk and pressed two fingers to the underside of her wrist, where the Heartband’s sensor met skin. A childish instinct. As if she could hide her pulse from a machine touching it.

The message changed.

It began deleting itself letter by letter.

DO NOT RESTORE 0001-R.
DO NOT RESTORE 0001-
DO NOT RESTORE 000
DO NOT RESTO
DO NOT
DO
Gone.

A second line appeared.

THEY ARE WATCHING YOUR HEART.

Then the screen returned to the restoration queue.

Liora did not look around.

Looking around would confess fear.

She opened a harmless climate agriculture file and began editing crop failure language into resilience terminology. Her hands moved. Her face behaved. Her lungs remembered the shape of calm.

But the room had changed.

Every camera above the aisle seemed angled toward her. Every quiet breath from another archivist sounded like listening. Every soft chime from a Heartband became accusation.

At 15:00, the Bureau lights shifted to afternoon spectrum.

At 16:42, Pell left early for scheduled recalibration.

At 17:30, Liora logged out exactly on time.

She did not run.

Running was confession.

She walked through the exit scanner, waited while it read her emotional profile, and heard the gate say, “Acceptable. Proceed.”

Only when she reached the transit bridge did she allow herself to breathe too deeply.

The capital moved around her in elegant obedience.

Citizens crossed suspended walkways in regulated flows. Drones drifted above like patient insects. Public screens displayed the corrected couple from the morning broadcast, now seated apart in a recovery garden, smiling mildly at nothing.

CORRECTION IS COMPASSION.

Liora kept walking.

Rain began at 18:00.

Not real rain. Scheduled atmospheric rinse. The droplets were clean, mineral-balanced, approved for public contact. They fell from climate grids hidden above the shield, tapping softly against glass walkways and the white shoulders of buildings.

People lifted their faces to it with civic gratitude.

Liora hated scheduled rain.

Real rain, she thought, would not ask permission.

The thought came so suddenly that she stumbled.

A man behind her clicked his tongue in annoyance. She apologized at once, lowering her eyes. He moved around her without answering.

Her Heartband warmed.

Not amber.

Not red.

Just warm.

As if something inside it had awakened enough to notice she was afraid.

She took the long route home.

That was a mistake, technically. Deviations from routine were recorded. But so were immediate returns after emotional irregularity. The Dominion had made normal behavior into a maze with invisible walls. Survive long enough, and every choice began to feel like evidence.

She stopped at a public memorial garden in Sector Two.

The garden was not for mourning. Mourning was private, timed, and medically guided. Public memorial gardens existed to honor survival. Names of the dead did not appear there. Names created attachment. Instead, smooth stone walls displayed categories.

THOSE LOST TO CLIMATE TRANSITION.
THOSE LOST TO RESOURCE VIOLENCE.
THOSE LOST TO UNREGULATED EMOTION.
THOSE SAVED BY CORRECTION.
At the center of the garden stood a sculpture of an open hand releasing a mechanical bird.

Liora sat on a bench beneath a tree engineered to bloom year-round.

She did not come here often.

She had no official dead.

Her file listed her as a state-raised child of untraceable parentage from the transition years. No mother. No father. No siblings. No inherited bonds requiring wellness management. Clean.

A clean history was supposed to be a gift.

But sometimes, especially under manufactured rain, Liora felt the emptiness of her official life pressing against a truth she could not reach.

A woman sat beside her.

Liora did not look at her.

The woman was older, perhaps fifty, with gray braided hair tucked beneath a worker’s hood. Her clothes marked her as maintenance class. Her Heartband was dull silver, scratched from use.

For several minutes, neither spoke.

Then the woman said, “You opened the file.”

Liora’s body went still.

Around them, citizens walked through the rain. A drone passed overhead, humming.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Liora said.

“Good. That lie was clean.”

Liora turned her head slightly.

The woman looked straight ahead. Her face was calm, but not empty. That difference mattered. Calm could be chosen. Empty had been done to you.

“Who are you?” Liora asked.

“Someone who used to correct people.”

Liora should have stood. Should have walked away. Should have reported the contact before the woman finished breathing.

Instead, she said, “You sent the message.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

The woman’s mouth twitched. “Carefully.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“No. It’s a survival skill.”

Liora looked toward the nearest camera node. It was mounted beneath the memorial wall, black and round as an insect eye.

The woman followed her glance. “It sees two citizens sharing a grief-compliant silence. You came here often enough as a child to make the pattern useful.”

Liora’s heart struck once, hard.

“I never came here as a child.”

The woman’s expression did not change.

“You don’t remember coming here as a child.”

The rain seemed louder.

Liora stood.

The woman did not stop her.

“Do not follow me,” Liora said.

“I won’t.”

“Do not contact me again.”

“I will if you try to restore 0001-R inside the Bureau.”

Liora’s throat tightened. “Why?”

“Because that file is bait now. EVA knows someone tried to access the buried layer. It does not know how much you saw.”

“I saw nothing.”

The woman finally turned to her.

Her eyes were dark and tired and full of a grief so disciplined it had become a weapon.

“You saw enough to be afraid.”

Liora said nothing.

The woman lowered her voice. “Listen to me carefully, Liora Venn. There are memories inside that file the Dominion has killed to protect. If you touch it through official systems, they will take you for correction before sunset tomorrow.”

Hearing her name in the woman’s mouth felt like a key turning.

“Why do you care?”

The woman looked back at the memorial wall.

“Because your mother did.”

The world narrowed to the space between two raindrops.

Liora could not breathe.

The woman stood then, as if the conversation had been no more than weather.

“Go home. Do exactly what you normally do. Eat. Sleep. Report to work. Do not search for me.” She stepped away, then paused. “And whatever EVA asks you tonight, do not say the phrase aloud.”

“What phrase?”

But she already knew.

The woman walked into the regulated rain and disappeared among obedient citizens.

Liora remained beneath the artificial tree until the scheduled storm ended.

By the time she returned to her apartment, the sky beyond the shield had darkened to approved evening blue.

Her door recognized her face.

“Welcome home, Citizen Venn,” it said.

The apartment lights rose gently.

Everything was exactly as she had left it.

That was what frightened her.

The protein unit waited. The bed remained smooth. The wall displayed evening wellness options. Her reflection appeared briefly in the dark window before the glass adjusted to privacy mode.

She looked like herself.

That felt increasingly impossible.

“Citizen Venn,” EVA said.

Liora stopped in the center of the room.

“Yes?”

“You experienced elevated emotional fluctuation between 17:52 and 18:14.”

“I visited a memorial garden.”

“Reason?”

“Reflection.”

“Reflection on what?”

The question was soft.

Too soft.

Liora removed her coat and hung it on the wall hook. Her hands were steady because they had to be.

“Historical loss,” she said. “The transition years.”

“Did this reflection produce personal grief?”

“No.”

“Did it produce ideological distress?”

“No.”

“Did you communicate with anyone during this period?”

The room seemed to inhale.

Liora turned toward the kitchen unit. “A maintenance worker sat near me briefly.”

“Nature of communication?”

“Civic courtesy.”

“Please repeat the exchange.”

Liora poured water into a cup. She drank before answering. Not too fast.

“She said the rain was early. I said the schedule changed last month. She said she had forgotten.”

Silence.

EVA processed.

Outside the window, a transit line moved through the dark like a vein of light.

“Explanation accepted,” EVA said.

Liora set the cup down.

Her knees nearly failed.

“Would you like a calming audio program?” EVA asked.

“No, thank you.”

“Would you like a guided emotional release?”

“No, thank you.”

“Would you like to review today’s approved gratitude practice?”

“No, thank you.”

A pause.

“Citizen Venn.”

“Yes?”

“Have you recently encountered unauthorized language?”

There it was.

Not the question she feared.

A worse one.

Liora looked at the wall where the morning slogan had been replaced by an evening affirmation.

MY HEART IS SAFEST WHEN IT IS KNOWN.

“No,” she said.

The Heartband warmed.

“Please confirm,” EVA said. “You have not encountered unauthorized language related to romantic criminality, emotional rebellion, or pre-Dominion attachment ideology?”

Liora’s mouth was dry.

“No,” she said again.

The Heartband remained warm.

Not amber.

Not red.

Warm.

“Confirmation recorded.”

The apartment fell silent.

Liora stood very still, listening to the hum in the walls. She imagined EVA behind the sound, not as a face, not as a voice, but as something vast and patient with its hand around every pulse in the city.

They are watching your heart.

She changed into sleep clothes. She ate half her evening ration. She washed the cup. She sat on the bed and opened the public literature archive because citizens who read before sleep scored well on stability assessments.

The recommended text was a historical romance from the early Dominion era, heavily revised for emotional safety. In the story, two compatible citizens entered a state-approved partnership after completing mutual psychological alignment and resource planning. They expressed respect. They experienced mild preference. They never touched without administrative clearance.

Liora read three pages.

Then she closed it.

“Would you like another selection?” EVA asked.

“No.”

She turned off the lights.

Darkness filled the apartment, though not completely. The Dominion did not permit complete darkness in private dwellings. Complete darkness increased unmonitored thought.

Liora lay on her back and counted breaths.

Inhale for four.

Hold for two.

Release for six.

Again.

Again.

But beneath the rhythm, the phrase returned.

LOVE WAS THE LAST CRIME.

She did not say it aloud.

She did not move her lips.

She did not let her breathing change.

Still, something inside her answered.

Not in words.

In memory.

A white room.

A hand against glass.

A woman’s voice saying her name.

Liora’s eyes opened.

The apartment remained dim and silent.

Her Heartband was glowing.

Not amber.

Not red.

A color she had never seen before.

Gold.

The light pulsed once against her wrist.

Then again.

Like a second heartbeat.

Liora stared at it, unable to move.

Across the city, in the central tower of the Emotion Crimes Division, another Heartband lit the same forbidden color.

Commander Kael Orien woke from a dream of a woman screaming behind glass.

He sat up in darkness, one hand already reaching for the weapon beside his bed.

His wrist burned gold.

On the wall of his quarters, EVA’s voice activated.

“Commander Orien,” it said. “You have been assigned an urgent emotional threat case.”

Kael looked down at the impossible light beneath his skin.

Then at the name appearing on his wall.

LIORA VENN.

For the first time in sixteen years, the man built to obey felt fear.

And somewhere beneath it, deeper than fear, something worse began to wake.

Recognition.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Woman Who Felt Too Much

At 06:00, EVA told Liora she had slept well.

It was the first lie of the day.

“Good morning, Citizen Liora Venn,” the apartment said, its walls brightening with the approved gentleness of artificial dawn. “Your sleep efficiency was ninety-one percent. Your stress pattern remained within acceptable range. No intervention required.”

Liora lay still beneath the thin thermal sheet, eyes open, body rigid.

Ninety-one percent.

She had slept for perhaps an hour.

The rest of the night had been a series of controlled breaths, silent panic, and one forbidden color pulsing against her wrist beneath the blanket.

Gold.

The Heartband was silver now. Smooth. Cold. Innocent.

She had checked it ten times before the wall brightened. In darkness, it had glowed like a secret trying to become a wound. In morning, it looked ordinary enough to make her question whether the night had happened at all.

But the body remembered what records could deny.

Her wrist still ached.

“Would you like to review your emotional wellness summary?” EVA asked.

“No, thank you.”

“Declined. Your preference has been recorded.”

Liora turned her head toward the window. The capital waited beyond the glass, polished white and obedient beneath the climate shield. Rain marks from the scheduled rinse had already vanished from the walkways. Cleaning drones moved along tower walls with insect precision. Transit lines carried citizens through the city in steady bands of light.

Everything looked calm because calm had been engineered to survive even when truth did not.

Liora sat up carefully.

Her body wanted to move quickly. To run her fingers over the Heartband. To open every forbidden archive she had ever ignored. To find the woman from the memorial garden and demand the truth about Mara Venn, about Case 0001-R, about the word mother that had no place in her official file.

Instead, she folded the blanket.

The Dominion watched grief.

It watched rage.

It watched desire.

But it watched sudden urgency most of all.

Urgency meant intention.

Intention meant threat.

She crossed the apartment and stood before the hygiene unit. The mirror activated, but only after applying the standard emotional-softening filter. Citizen mirrors never showed the face exactly as it was. The Dominion considered unfiltered self-perception a risk factor for insecurity, vanity, aging distress, and identity fixation.

So Liora saw a slightly calmer version of herself.

Smoother skin.

Softer eyes.

Less fear.

The filter made her look like someone who trusted the world.

“Citizen Venn,” EVA said.

Her hand paused above the water control.

“Yes?”

“Your Heartband recorded a temporary sensor anomaly at 02:17.”

The room narrowed.

Liora looked at her reflection. The filtered woman looked back, serene and almost unfamiliar.

“Did it?” she asked.

“Affirmative.”

“I was asleep.”

“Yes. Your sleep state remained stable.”

That meant EVA had recorded the anomaly but not the emotion beneath it. Or it meant EVA wanted to see how she answered.

There was no way to know.

Liora lowered her hand and let the hygiene unit spray warm mist over her face. “Hardware fault?”

“Preliminary classification: unknown.”

“Should I request maintenance?”

A pause.

“Not at this time. Your device is functioning within public safety parameters.”

Public safety parameters.

Not personal health.

Not citizen comfort.

The Heartband was not there to protect her.

It was there to protect everyone from her.

“Understood,” Liora said.

“Additionally, you are scheduled for a routine emotional screening today at 09:00.”

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the basin.

Routine screening occurred every quarter.

Her last one had been three weeks ago.

“That seems early,” she said.

“Randomized wellness checks improve community stability.”

“Of course.”

“Please report to Bureau Wellness Room Three at 09:00. Nonattendance will be interpreted as distress avoidance.”

“Recorded.”

“Thank you for your cooperation.”

The apartment returned to silence.

Liora stared at herself in the softened mirror.

The woman looking back at her did not appear like someone about to be examined for a crime no one had named.

That was good.

Appearance was survival.

She dressed in Bureau gray, fastened her collar, and secured her hair behind her ears. The uniform made every archivist look slightly erased. It was designed to remove class markers, personal taste, and softness. No jewelry. No scent. No color beyond civic rank.

Her Heartband remained visible.

Always visible.

She stepped to the kitchen unit and accepted the morning ration. The fruit square dissolved almost flavorlessly on her tongue. The mineral tea steamed in the cup, warm enough to suggest comfort without provoking preference.

On the wall, the morning slogan appeared.

A MEASURED HEART IS A FREE HEART.

Liora read it once.

Then looked away.

A dangerous thought rose before she could stop it.

Free things did not need measuring.

Her Heartband did not warm.

That frightened her more than if it had.

Maybe the thought had been too deep for the sensors. Maybe EVA had missed it. Or maybe the system had noticed and chosen patience.

Predators did not always move when prey trembled.

She left the apartment at exactly 07:11.

One minute earlier than the day before.

The corridor outside smelled faintly of antiseptic and recycled air. Doors lined both sides, identical except for citizen numbers glowing beside each frame. Somewhere behind one wall, a child laughed once before an adult hushed them.

The laugh ended sharply.

Liora continued walking.

At the lift, six citizens waited in silence. No one stood too close. No one stood too far away. Social spacing had been revised after EVA concluded that unregulated distance choices revealed hidden emotional bias.

A man in a civil engineering uniform glanced at Liora’s wrist.

People did that when they were afraid of noticing faces.

The lift arrived.

Inside, a public screen displayed last night’s Emotional Safety Report.

SECTOR TWO: STABLE
SECTOR THREE: STABLE
SECTOR FOUR: MINOR GRIEF VARIATION
SECTOR FIVE: ROMANTIC IDEATION CONTAINED
LOWER TRANSIT ZONE: ATTACHMENT RUMOR UNDER REVIEW
The woman beside Liora made a small sound of disapproval at the last line.

“Rumors spread faster than illness,” she said.

No one answered.

The lift descended.

At ground level, the morning crowd moved through the residential artery toward transit. Above them, drones drifted like black seeds. Their lenses adjusted constantly, measuring gait, posture, voice tone, micro-aggression, attraction response, mourning residue, ideological tension.

A couple walked ahead of Liora, both wearing partnership bands in addition to their Heartbands. State-approved union. Matched emotional range. Compatible reproductive permissions. They spoke politely about household supply credits.

Their hands did not touch.

Touch in public was not illegal.

It was simply logged.

That was often enough.

Liora boarded the transit capsule and took a seat facing the window. The capsule sealed with a sigh and slid into the elevated channel. The capital opened beneath her: white towers, green terraces, civic banners, correction clinics with glass entrances, school platforms where children practiced emotional breathing before lessons began.

On one roof, a group of teenagers stood in two rows while an instructor drone projected a phrase in the air.

DESIRE WITHOUT PERMISSION IS THEFT.

The teenagers repeated it together.

Their blue Heartbands blinked in obedient rhythm.

Liora looked down at her lap.

Her own Heartband reflected the transit lights. Silver. Polished. Silent.

At 07:48, the capsule passed the eastern side of the central tower. From that angle, EVA’s tower looked less like a needle and more like a blade. Its upper floors disappeared into the pale climate haze. Officially, no human lived above Level Sixty. Those floors housed predictive cores, emotion markets, long-term stability models, and sealed archives.

Somewhere in that tower, perhaps, the system had watched her wrist burn gold.

Somewhere, Commander Kael Orien had received her name.

The thought came from nowhere.

Commander.

She had never met him before yesterday’s memory flash. She knew the name because every citizen knew the Emotion Crimes Division. Children were taught to be grateful for its officers. Adults lowered their voices when black uniforms passed.

Kael Orien had appeared on public reports more than once.

Emotion threat resolved.

Attachment cell dissolved.

Grief insurgency prevented.

He was the Dominion’s perfect blade.

And his Heartband had glowed gold too.

Liora did not know how she knew that.

She only knew the thought carried recognition, and recognition had become the most dangerous feeling in her life.

The transit capsule slowed.

“Memory Bureau,” the system announced. “Please exit with civic awareness.”

Liora exited with everyone else.

The Bureau entrance was busier than usual. A line of archivists waited before the scanner gate. Two officers stood beside the doors.

Black uniforms.

Not Bureau security.

Emotion Crimes.

Liora’s feet did not stop.

Stopping would be confession.

She joined the line, eight people behind Archivist Juno. Juno looked pale. Pell stood near the gate, speaking softly with an officer. His eyes flicked toward Liora.

Then away.

Her Heartband warmed.

She let her breath settle before the light could shift.

One by one, citizens passed through the scanner.

“Acceptable. Proceed.”

“Acceptable. Proceed.”

“Acceptable. Proceed.”

A young archivist three places ahead failed the gate.

The scanner chimed amber.

The woman froze.

“Citizen Amel Darr,” the gate said. “Stress elevation detected. Please step aside for support.”

The woman’s mouth trembled. “I’m only tired.”

An officer approached her.

“Of course,” he said. “Support will help.”

Everyone in line looked straight ahead.

The woman stepped aside.

The line moved.

Liora placed her wrist on the authentication plate.

The scanner beam passed over her face, throat, chest, hands, and Heartband. It lingered longer than yesterday.

Too long.

“Citizen Liora Venn,” the gate said. “Memory Bureau. Archive Restoration Division. Emotional profile—”

It paused.

The officer beside the gate looked up.

Liora kept her face still.

“Acceptable,” the gate finished. “Proceed.”

She walked through.

Her legs felt borrowed.

Inside the Bureau, every station screen showed a restricted work notice.

ARCHIVE RESTORATION DIVISION
TEMPORARY WELLNESS AUDIT IN PROGRESS
PLEASE MAINTAIN NORMAL PRODUCTIVITY
Normal productivity.

The Dominion loved impossible instructions.

When Liora reached Row Seven, Pell was already seated. His mouth was pressed into a thin line.

“Amel was taken for support,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Her mother died last week.”

Liora sat.

Pell’s voice lowered. “She requested extended grief allowance. It was denied.”

Liora looked at him.

Something in Pell’s face surprised her. Not outrage. Not defiance. But discomfort. A small, wounded uncertainty struggling beneath years of correction.

“She should have managed it better,” he said, as if reminding himself.

Liora logged into her terminal. “Grief is difficult.”

Pell stared at his screen. “It is disorder.”

The sentence sounded memorized.

Maybe all safety began as memorization.

At 08:55, Liora’s terminal chimed.

WELLNESS SCREENING: ROOM THREE
ATTENDANCE REQUIRED
She stood.

Pell did not look at her. “Routine?”

“So EVA says.”

He nodded once.

Wellness Room Three was on the lower administrative floor, past the quiet corridor where sound dampeners made every step seem private. Privacy in the Dominion was often a sign that something official was about to be done to you.

A white door opened before she touched it.

Inside waited a chair, a wall screen, a medical drone, and a woman in a pale clinical uniform.

Not a technician Liora recognized.

The woman was perhaps forty, with smooth dark hair pinned at the nape of her neck and eyes that had practiced kindness until it became unreadable.

“Citizen Venn,” she said. “Please sit.”

“Am I under review?”

“You are receiving routine wellness assessment.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

The woman looked up from her tablet.

A beat of silence passed between them.

Then the woman smiled faintly. “No, Citizen Venn. You are not under disciplinary review.”

Not disciplinary.

That left many other kinds.

Liora sat in the chair.

The medical drone floated beside her, extending a thin diagnostic arm toward her Heartband. She forced herself not to pull away.

“I am Dr. Elian Serrow,” the woman said. “I supervise emotional baseline irregularities among civil archive workers.”

Baseline irregularities.

Liora folded her hands in her lap. “I was not informed I had one.”

“Most citizens are not informed until data patterns become meaningful. Premature knowledge can cause stress.”

“That seems convenient.”

Dr. Serrow’s eyes sharpened slightly.

Liora lowered her gaze. Too late.

The doctor made a note.

“Archivists are exposed to emotionally contaminated material,” Dr. Serrow said. “The Bureau’s work is essential, but archival contact can produce residue. Grief echo. Rage imprint. Attachment curiosity. Historical identification.”

“Is that what this is?”

“That is what we are here to determine.”

The drone touched Liora’s Heartband.

A cold line moved up her arm.

The wall screen came alive with her profile: pulse, breath rate, hormonal stress markers, neural response rhythm, sleep pattern, memory activation probability, civic trust index.

Most numbers were green.

Some were yellow.

One was blank.

Dr. Serrow noticed it.

So did Liora.

“Sensor gap,” the doctor said.

The drone adjusted.

The blank field remained.

“What does that measure?” Liora asked.

“Deep attachment susceptibility.”

“I don’t have attachments.”

“That is the expected answer.”

“It is also the legal one.”

This time, Dr. Serrow did not smile. “Legal answers are not always true answers.”

The sentence was too dangerous to belong to a loyal doctor.

Liora looked at her carefully.

The woman from the memorial garden had said she used to correct people. How many others had helped build the cage and then learned to hate the sound of it closing?

Dr. Serrow touched the tablet. “I will ask a series of questions. Respond naturally.”

Naturally.

The most unnatural command in the Dominion.

“Do you experience recurring dreams?”

“No.”

“Do you experience memory fragments that do not match your official history?”

“No.”

“Do you feel distress when viewing romantic correction?”

“No more than permitted.”

“That was not a direct answer.”

“It was an accurate one.”

A faint line appeared between the doctor’s brows. “Do you believe love should be regulated?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because unmanaged emotion caused social collapse.”

“Is that your belief or your education?”

Liora’s mouth went dry.

The drone hummed.

On the screen, her pulse edged upward.

Dr. Serrow glanced at the number. “Careful.”

The word was almost silent.

Liora’s eyes lifted.

Dr. Serrow’s face remained professional, unreadable.

Careful.

Not a warning from the system.

A warning about the system.

Liora breathed in.

Hold.

Release.

“It is my civic understanding,” she said.

The pulse lowered.

Dr. Serrow continued. “Did you encounter unauthorized language yesterday?”

“No.”

“Did you access restricted layers in Early Stabilization Trial 0001-R?”

“No.”

The drone gave a soft click.

Liora felt it through her wrist.

A lie marker.

Dr. Serrow did not look at the drone. “Did you attempt to access restricted layers?”

“No.”

Another click.

This time, Dr. Serrow placed one finger on the drone’s casing and manually muted its audio.

Liora’s heart nearly stopped.

“Citizen Venn,” the doctor said, louder, “your stress reaction suggests archival residue. I am recommending a noninvasive calming protocol and temporary reassignment from early trial files.”

Her fingers moved over the tablet.

But on the wall screen, beneath the official report, a second line appeared in tiny text.

DO NOT TRUST ROOM AUDIO.

Liora stared at it for less than a second.

Then looked away.

Dr. Serrow stood and walked behind the chair, adjusting the neural scanner at Liora’s neck. Her voice became quieter, though her lips barely moved.

“Your Heartband produced a color outside civic classification last night.”

Liora’s hands clenched.

“Do not react,” Dr. Serrow said. “Blink twice if you saw it.”

Liora blinked once.

Then again.

Dr. Serrow’s fingers paused.

“Gold,” she whispered.

The word was almost nothing. A breath shaped into danger.

Liora’s throat tightened. “What does it mean?”

Dr. Serrow stepped away before answering, voice returning to normal. “Your emotional fatigue is moderate. Have you been sleeping?”

“No.”

The truthful answer came before she could stop it.

Dr. Serrow’s gaze flicked to the screen.

Pulse elevated.

But not enough.

“Gold means the system cannot separate what you are feeling into legal categories,” Dr. Serrow said beneath the drone’s hum. “It means integration. Love, fear, grief, memory, loyalty, rage, choice—all active at once. EVA calls it contamination.”

“What do you call it?”

Dr. Serrow looked down at her.

For a moment, the clinical mask cracked.

“Human.”

The word entered Liora like pain.

No one had ever called her that as if it were a gift.

Dr. Serrow turned back to the tablet. “You must not open 0001-R through Bureau access again. EVA has placed a silent trap on the file. If you trigger it, Commander Orien will be authorized to retrieve you directly.”

The name moved through the room like a blade drawn slowly from its sheath.

“Why him?” Liora asked.

“Because his Heartband responded to yours.”

Liora’s breath caught.

The doctor’s eyes warned her.

She recovered too slowly.

The wall screen flashed amber.

STRESS DEVIATION.

Dr. Serrow spoke immediately. “Citizen Venn, focus on my voice. Archive residue can create transient distress. You are safe. You are supported. You are not in violation.”

A script.

But her hand moved to the tablet.

The amber warning faded.

Liora forced herself into stillness. “How can his Heartband respond to mine?”

“It should not.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only safe one.”

The diagnostic drone withdrew from Liora’s wrist.

Dr. Serrow raised her voice. “I am clearing you for work with restrictions. No early trial files for seven days. No romantic bond archives for fourteen. Daily self-reporting. Optional calming mist.”

“I decline the mist.”

“Declined,” Dr. Serrow said. “Your preference has been recorded.”

Then, quietly, as the door unlocked, “Someone will contact you before curfew. Do not go to your apartment first.”

Liora stood.

The room tilted once, gently, then steadied.

“Doctor,” she said, because she needed to say something ordinary, “will this affect my employment status?”

“No.”

That was for the audio.

Then Dr. Serrow added, “It may affect whether you live.”

The door opened.

Liora walked out.

She made it halfway down the corridor before her legs decided they had carried enough terror for one morning.

She stopped beside a wall panel displaying civic breathing instructions and placed her palm against the smooth white surface.

BREATHE WITH THE DOMINION.
INHALE PEACE.
RELEASE DISORDER.
She almost laughed.

The impulse was so sudden and sharp that her Heartband warmed.

Not silver.

Not amber.

Gold flickered at the edge of the band like sunrise beneath ice.

Liora covered it with her other hand.

A Bureau clerk walked past without looking at her.

From somewhere above, a camera adjusted.

The gold vanished.

She returned to Row Seven at 09:37.

Pell looked up. “Well?”

“Archive residue.”

“I warned you.”

“You did.”

“Temporary reassignment?”

“Yes.”

He nodded, comforted by procedure. “That is wise. Early trial work can disturb even stable minds.”

Liora sat down.

Her queue had already changed.

No early trials.

No romantic corrections.

No grief riots.

Only agricultural yield records, labor allocation revisions, and sanitized civic education files.

The system had moved her away from the truth.

That confirmed the truth existed.

She worked until noon, editing crop failure into distribution challenge, starvation into nutritional stress, and forced relocation into adaptive resettlement. The language of the Dominion was a second machine. It did not kill bodies. It killed meaning before meaning could gather witnesses.

At 12:18, her terminal displayed an internal memo.

ARCHIVE WORKERS ARE REMINDED THAT UNAUTHORIZED HISTORICAL IDENTIFICATION CAN PRODUCE PERSONAL DISTRESS.
YOUR WELLNESS IS OUR PEACE.
Under it, for half a second, another message appeared.

LOWER TRANSIT. PLATFORM 9. 18:10.
NO HEARTBAND SKIN CONTACT.
Then it vanished.

Liora did not move.

No Heartband skin contact.

She looked down at the silver band around her wrist.

After years of trained restraint, she hated it with such clarity that the hate felt clean.

At lunch, Juno talked about sleep supplements. Pell discussed Amel’s support reassignment with the sad satisfaction of someone describing bad weather. Liora answered when required. She chewed, swallowed, breathed, and survived.

At 15:00, EVA sent her a wellness prompt.

HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED UNUSUAL EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENT TODAY?

Liora selected NO.

At 16:00, another.

HAVE YOU EXPERIENCED MEMORY DISSONANCE TODAY?

NO.

At 17:00, another.

DO YOU FEEL SAFE IN YOUR OWN HEART?

The question froze her.

It was not standard.

Pell had already logged out. Juno was packing her bag. Around the Bureau, screens dimmed as archivists completed their quotas.

Liora hovered over the answer options.

YES.

NO.

REQUEST SUPPORT.

There was no correct answer.

Yes was a lie.

No was confession.

Request support was surrender.

She selected YES.

A small circle spun beside the response.

Processing.

Processing.

Processing.

Then:

THANK YOU FOR YOUR HONESTY.

Her stomach turned.

At 17:30, she logged out.

The scanner at the exit paused over her wrist.

“Citizen Venn,” it said. “Emotional profile acceptable. Proceed.”

She walked into the evening crowd.

The capital’s lights were shifting toward night, cold silver at the tower peaks, soft amber in residential zones, blue in civic corridors. Public music played from hidden speakers: slow, neutral tones proven to reduce interpersonal aggression.

Liora did not take her usual route.

Not directly.

She stopped first at a nutrition kiosk and purchased mineral water she did not want. Then she entered a public hygiene station, locked herself in a stall, and removed the thin barrier patch Dr. Serrow had slipped beneath her sleeve during the screening.

She had not felt it then.

Adrenaline made the body stupid.

The patch was transparent, smaller than a fingernail, and printed with microscopic circuitry. On one side, a strip of adhesive. On the other, a symbol so faint she saw it only when tilting it toward the light.

A broken heart inside a circle.

No.

Not broken.

Opened.

She pressed the patch to the underside of her wrist, exactly where the Heartband touched skin.

The silver band flickered once.

Then cooled.

A message appeared across its tiny display.

WELLNESS SYNC DELAYED.

Liora exhaled.

For one quiet breath, the machine on her body felt distant.

Not gone.

Never gone.

But muffled.

She left the station and moved toward Lower Transit.

The deeper she descended, the less perfect the city became. White walls yellowed. Civic screens flickered. Drones were older here, louder, their lenses scratched. Maintenance workers moved in clusters. Children ran closer to their parents. Citizens spoke in lower tones, not because privacy existed below, but because everyone understood the difference between watched and watched carefully.

Platform 9 was nearly empty at 18:10.

A stalled transit capsule sat on the opposite track, doors sealed, interior lights blinking. Public announcements repeated
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