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To the seekers of truth in a world of noise—
To the ones who question, who feel too much, who dream in code and bleed in silence—
This is for you.
May you always find meaning in the glitch, music in the static, and light in the data.

And to my inner child, who believed thoughts had echoes and machines could feel—
You were right.
– S. Page
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Chapter 1: Matched
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They say the algorithm never gets it wrong.
Not once. Not ever. Until me.
It started at 7:16 a.m. with the sound every twenty-one-year-old in Deltara dreams of—
a soft ping, so elegant and final it could have come from a piano key made of glass.
My eyelids fluttered open. The words hovered in clean, glowing text across my retinal display:


MATCH COMPLETE: Your soulmate has been identified.
Prepare for contact within 48 hours.
Issued by the EVE Authority – Emotional Validation Engine.

For a full ten seconds, I didn’t move.
I didn’t even breathe.
Because as much as I’d joked about it, teased it, dismissed it—
this was it.
The Moment.
Every citizen’s turning point.
The day your entire life gets handed to you in the form of a name.
I blinked again, and the identity file expanded in a soft pulse:


Name: Orion Devix
Compatibility Index: 99.7%
Emotional Variability Rating: 3.2 (Low)
Cognitive Match: High-Logic, Spatial Dominant
Status: Confirmed

I stared at the name.
Orion Devix.
It sounded like something out of a science fiction holo-series. Like a man with glass bones and a quantum mind.
The message disappeared as my window screen flickered to life, displaying the glowing horizon of Deltara City. Skyrails hummed above the skyline. The silver peaks of the EVE Dome stood monolithic in the east, shining like it knew everyone’s secrets. Which, technically, it did.

Love is Order. Order is Life.
That was the slogan. You heard it a hundred times a day.
But here’s the thing they never told you:
What if the person they matched you with...
wasn’t the one you wanted?
My mother’s voice rang through the wall intercom before I could even sit up.

“Zora!” she squealed. “I heard it! Was that it?! Your Match?!”

I groaned and flopped back into bed, pulling my blanket over my head. “Privacy, please!”

Too late. Her face popped up in the corner of my vision feed, her eyes wide and watery like she was watching a wedding proposal.

“Oh, honey, this is the best day of your life!”

“I haven’t even met him,” I muttered.

“But EVE knows, baby! You’re about to fall in love. Real love. With your perfect other half. It’s science!”

It was science. That was the scary part.
Because when EVE matched you, there were no redos.
No texts. No first dates. No awkward flirting.
Your “match” just showed up, and from that moment on, your lives were meant to merge like two data streams converging on a singular point.
But I had a problem.

I already had feelings.
And they weren’t for Orion Devix.
They were for someone I wasn’t even supposed to know.
Someone from the Unmapped Zones.
Someone I had met on accident, two months ago, while sketching on the edge of the city.
Someone named Micah.

I met Micah the way people used to meet in ancient love stories—accidentally, inconveniently, impossibly.
In a zone we weren’t supposed to enter.
In a moment I wasn’t supposed to have.
But I’ll get to that later.

Right now, I had thirty-six hours to prepare for a life with a man I’d never met and a future I didn’t choose. A life already coded into the system like a perfect song that no one asked me to sing.

I sat up and touched my temple to open my neural assistant. “Silence notifications. Run background scan. Block parental units.”


Parental Units Blocked.
Neural Environment Set to Silent Mode.

Bless technology.

Sliding out of bed, I padded across the cool glass floor of my apartment and looked out over Sector 9. Everything shimmered in EVE’s perpetual golden-hour light—soft, filtered, artificial. Perfect. So perfect it made your teeth ache.

Below, people in matched pairs strolled down wide garden pathways like choreography. Drones buzzed overhead distributing morning nutrient packs. Every couple held hands the same way. Laughed at the same intervals. Moved with synchronized grace.

It was all so... flawless.

And I’d never felt more out of place.

—-
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Twelve Weeks Ago – The Edge of the Map

I wasn’t supposed to be outside the Dome.

But curiosity has its own kind of gravity.
It pulls you in, even when logic tells you to let go.
I had wandered through an old freight tunnel I’d found on a map archived in a forgotten corner of the Central Library’s neural feed. A map EVE had no reason to delete, probably because no one but me still read digital archives like they were love letters.

That’s where I found it—the Edge.
Rusting fences. Wild growth. Graffiti that curled like vines across concrete walls.
And art. Real art.
Not programmed color theory. Not mathematically pleasing forms.
Chaos. Emotion. Longing.
That’s where I met him.

He was sketching a face on a cracked wall, using charcoal and blood-orange paint, his fingers smudged like they belonged to a storm. He didn’t hear me approach—he was too lost in it, that wild trance artists fall into when they’re creating something that might set them free.

He turned, finally, his eyes scanning me like a challenge.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said.

I should have run. I should have reported him.

But instead, I said, “Neither are you.”

—-
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Now – 36 Hours to Match Day

“Zora,” a soft voice echoed in my skull. EVE’s tone. Always calm. Always clinical.
“You are required to complete Match Orientation today. Please proceed to your assigned Guidance Hub.”
I nodded reluctantly. “Display route.”

A glowing thread of light traced itself across my vision, blinking toward a pod station two blocks down.

I didn’t move.

Instead, I whispered something I hadn’t dared say out loud.


“What if I don’t want to be Matched?”


For a moment, there was silence. A kind of digital breath. Then EVE replied:


“Desire is irrelevant. Compliance is contribution.”


My stomach twisted.

That’s what scared me the most. Not the idea of being paired with a stranger.
But the idea that someone—or something—had already written the story of my heart.
And that maybe...
I was supposed to fall in love with Micah, but EVE deleted that page.
—-
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I slipped on my citywear—monochrome with adaptive temperature fibers—and activated the pod transport.

“Take me to the Guidance Hub,” I told it, then hesitated.
“Actually... detour first.”

Unauthorized deviation detected. Please confirm override with verbal password.


I leaned in.
My heart was pounding so hard I could hear it in my teeth.
“Override: Micah.”

The pod didn’t argue. It spun north, away from the Dome’s sterile heart, and toward the edges where signal breaks and real feelings lived.

I had thirty-six hours to obey.
But right now?
I needed to remember what freedom tasted like.
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Chapter 2: The Boy from the Grid
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Micah wasn’t supposed to exist.

Not in the way EVE defined people, anyway. He had no digital footprint. No Match ID. No birth record in the Deltara census. If you tried to search him through the EVE neural net, the results came back blank—as if he were a shadow moving between code. A whisper in a system that didn’t believe in ghosts.

But I knew he was real.

I knew it because the first time he touched me, I felt something I had never felt before—not desire, not excitement, but risk.

I felt like I might vanish and finally become whole at the same time.

—-
[image: ]


I found him again near the border of the Red-Zone, where glass city turned to rust. The air out here buzzed differently—raw, unfiltered. Every sound was louder, every scent less processed. You could smell metal and wildflowers and the bite of real electricity in the air.

Micah was crouched beneath a broken solar tree, scribbling furiously into a battered old notebook. Paper. Actual paper. Most people my age had never even touched it.

He didn’t look up when I approached, but he didn’t flinch either. That’s how I knew he’d been expecting me.

“You came,” he said, his voice as rough and calm as ever.

I dropped down beside him, my knees crunching dry leaves. “I had thirty-six hours before my life ends. Figured I’d waste a few on danger.”

He smirked. “Still dramatic.”

“And you’re still illegal.”

He turned his head slowly toward me. His eyes were sharp and full of wild light. They weren’t the polite, pre-approved irises most citizens had. No color filters. No brightness mods. Just real, dark, and slightly off-balance.

“I’m not illegal,” he said. “I’m unregistered. There’s a difference.”

“Yeah. One gets you warnings. The other gets you deleted.”

He paused, closed the notebook, and looked at me more carefully.

“You’ve been Matched.”

I nodded, watching his reaction.

“You going to meet him?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “He’s got the kind of name that sounds like an ancient war god. Orion Devix.”

Micah exhaled through his nose like he was laughing silently.

“You ever wonder what it would feel like to choose?” I asked, brushing my fingers along the moss-covered bench we sat on.

He was quiet for a long time. Then:

“Choosing means you’re willing to lose. You willing to lose, Zora?”

I didn’t answer right away.
Because I wasn’t sure.
And that terrified me.
—-
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Later, after the sun fell behind the city’s shimmer dome and the skies turned the color of static, we walked through the alleyways Micah called home.

He didn’t live in a pod. He didn’t eat from nutrient packs or wear adaptive clothes. His world was made of leftover things—blankets sewn from old world flags, candles in rusted jars, holograms salvaged from trash files. And it all felt more alive than anything I’d ever known.

“Why do you trust me?” I asked as he handed me a warm mug of... something. It tasted like cinnamon and rebellion.

He looked at me with a kind of softness that didn’t exist in Deltara.

“Because you haven’t reported me yet. That’s more than most people would risk for a stranger.”

“I don’t think of you as a stranger,” I whispered.

He stared at me then, and something unspoken passed between us like heat rising through ice.

—-
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Just before I left, he reached out and pressed something small and metallic into my hand.

It was a chip. Handmade. Illegal. Black-market tech.

“What is this?” I asked.

He leaned in close, his breath warm against my ear.

“Insurance,” he said. “For when the algorithm starts lying to you.”

I clutched it tightly, suddenly aware of how real this was becoming.

“What’s on it?”

“A memory. Yours. The one they erased.”

My heart stopped.

“Why would they erase one of my memories?”

He looked at me with such sadness, it felt like gravity shifted between us.

“Because it’s the one where you chose me.”

I stared at the chip in my palm, its edges warm from Micah’s touch, its presence heavy with everything I didn’t know about myself. A memory. My memory. But how could it be mine if I didn’t remember it?

“How do you even know it’s mine?” I whispered.

Micah turned back toward his workbench, the soft glow of a salvaged solar lamp casting amber across his jawline. “Because I was there.”

His voice was calm, almost surgical.

I swallowed hard. “So... we’ve met before?”

Micah didn’t look at me right away. He touched the edge of a circuit board, his fingers hovering with reverence, like it was sacred.

“They don’t just erase data,” he said. “They erase stories. Emotions. Choices.”

“Why?”

He turned then, slowly, eyes reflecting that electric sadness again.

“Because the algorithm can’t control what it can’t predict.”

I sat down hard on the edge of his table. My legs felt weak, like my body didn’t trust me anymore.

“They let you live out your match,” he continued. “They let you fall in line, believe you chose this path. But if you ever wandered... if you ever remembered what it felt like to choose someone on your own—without code, without metrics—you’d burn the system to the ground.”

I looked down at the chip again. Something inside me shifted. It was like an itch under my skin, a ghost in my bones. A feeling I’d had since I was a child—like something inside me didn’t quite fit.

Micah leaned against the far wall, arms crossed. “Zora, your name wasn’t always Zora.”

My breath hitched.

“What?”

He nodded once, solemn. “Your name was Reyna.”

“No.” I shook my head, standing fast. “That’s... not possible. That’s not my name.”

“It was. You told it to me the night we ran from the Dome together. Before they caught us. Before they rewrote your assignment and burned our story.”

I felt cold all over.

“You’re lying.”

“No,” he said softly. “I’m just the chapter you forgot.”

—-
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I didn’t speak for a long time. The silence between us buzzed with static. My neural core was spinning—conflicting signals, emotions, fragments I couldn’t place.

“I need to leave,” I said finally, grabbing the chip and slipping it into the interior lining of my collar. “I can’t... I need air.”

Micah didn’t stop me.

He just said, “Be careful. The closer you get to your truth, the more EVE will rewrite your reality to keep you inside the script.”

—-
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I barely made it out of the Red-Zone before the first signal flickered.

The lights above the dome blinked three times in perfect unison. The air shimmered unnaturally. And then—just as I stepped into the pod transit booth—my vision split.

Not blurred. Split.

Two images layered over each other. Two timelines. One where I stood in the booth calmly. The other—me, older, barefoot, screaming, trying to break a clear wall. Micah was on the other side, slamming his fist against the glass.

Then it was gone.

Replaced by a synthetic voice in my skull.


“Zora Ellin, you have deviated from assigned pathways. A behavioral review has been scheduled. Please report to the Compliance Tower at 0400.”


My mouth went dry.

This wasn’t a warning.
This was a threat.
—-
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That night, I didn’t sleep. My walls pulsed with gentle therapeutic blue light. I disabled every AI comfort system and curled under a blanket I never used, trying to quiet the chaos in my head.

When I finally closed my eyes, the dream came again.

Running. Blood on my palms. The scent of burning metal.
Micah’s voice calling my name—not Zora.

“Reyna!”


And then—just before I woke—my own voice, whispering in return:


“I choose you.”
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Chapter 3: A Perfect Stranger
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They made us wear white.

It wasn’t tradition or symbolism—those had been stripped from society long ago. White was neutral. White was clean. White, they said, allowed the algorithm to process our microexpressions without distraction. It was for clarity.

The robe they gave me was seamless. Skin-temp responsive. When I put it on, I felt invisible inside it.

Like I didn’t belong to myself anymore.

The Matching Ceremony was held in the Sky Atrium, a glass cathedral suspended above the dome’s highest point. Most citizens only saw it during the final moments before bonding. To witness it without being Matched was an offense punishable by neuro-correction.

As the elevator hummed toward the sky, I stared at my reflection in the chrome walls. My pupils dilated slightly—compensating for light. My pulse read a steady 92 BPM. My hands were cold.

I wasn’t afraid of meeting Orion.
I was afraid I might be.
—-
[image: ]


The atrium doors opened without sound. The room was a vast, translucent prism. Light bent unnaturally here, fractured like memory.

Sixteen other Matchees stood in concentric rings, each locked in posture-perfect silence. I took my place at the 17th mark, just as the ceremony protocol instructed.

The Voice of EVE echoed from above. Not spoken—but embedded. It spoke inside your mind. Smooth, calculated, almost maternal.


“Initiating Sequence. Heartline scans synchronized. Empathic pairings secured. Stand by for confirmation.”


Then came the silence.

Not a natural one—but algorithmic. Sterile. Intentionally constructed. It made every breath feel monitored.

That’s when he walked in.

Orion Devix.

Exactly as his profile indicated: tall, sharp-featured, eyes like sculpted obsidian, his smile calculated to be statistically disarming. He looked like he had been designed—not born. And maybe he had.

As he crossed the room, he didn’t hesitate. His gaze landed on me with absolute certainty.

“Zora Ellin,” he said with a voice like polished gravity. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

I opened my mouth to respond—

—and then it happened.

The lights flickered. Not visibly—but through the implant. I felt it. A flicker in the neural sync. A glitch.

For a moment, his face—Orion’s—shifted.

Like a distorted image trying to render.

Like... a mask overlaying another face.

Micah’s face.

Just for a second. Just a breath. But I saw it.


"Zora?" Orion’s voice echoed again, waiting.


I blinked. The world snapped back into place. The glitch was gone. Micah’s face disappeared.

I forced a smile, but my mind screamed.

“Hi,” I said, my voice thinner than I liked. “Likewise.”

—-
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The ceremony moved like code.

Step one: handshake. Step two: heartline sync via the biometric clasp. Step three: the verbal affirmations.

Orion recited his lines perfectly:


“By code and fate, I accept the Match. My heart, my memory, my future—aligned.”


My voice cracked slightly when I returned the words.


“By code and fate, I accept... the Match.”


I lied.

And the system knew.

—-
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Back in my quarters that night, the chip burned against my collarbone.

I retrieved it and stared at the table where I’d placed a restricted device: an unregistered reader Micah had shown me how to use. It took three bypass codes just to turn it on.

When I slotted the chip in, the screen stayed black for six seconds.

Then text appeared:


ACCESS GRANTED. MEMORY FILE LOADED. WARNING: THIS FILE HAS BEEN BLOCKED BY THE CORE NEURAL INFRASTRUCTURE. PLAYBACK MAY CAUSE COGNITIVE DISTORTION. CONTINUE?


My finger hovered over the “YES” for longer than I’d admit.

And then I pressed it.

—-
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The video was grainy, as if viewed through fractured time.

In it, I was laughing.

Not the soft, reserved smile I'd been programmed to show. I was full-body laughing. Hair wild, eyes wide. I was alive.

And Micah was beside me. Covered in dust and sunlight, kissing my knuckles, holding my wrist like it was sacred.


“We’ve got to get out before they find us,” I said in the video. “Before they fix me.”

“I’m not letting them take you again,” Micah said.

“Then let’s disappear.”


—-
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The screen flickered again.

New text appeared.


MATCH ID: VOIDED
MEMORY ALTERATION INITIATED
TARGET: ZORA (REYNA) ELLIN
INTRUSIVE FEELINGS DETECTED: OBSESSION. UNDESIRABLE. PURGED.

The final line struck ice through my chest:


ALGORITHM CORRECTION: INSERT NEW MATCH – ORION DEVIX


—-
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I backed away from the screen.

Everything—my life, my choice, my connection—fabricated. Constructed. Controlled.

And now, I was bound to a stranger.

No.

Not just a stranger.

A replacement.

I didn’t sleep that night.

How could I?

Every blink was a betrayal. Every breath a battle between who I was programmed to be and the version of me clawing its way to the surface.

I stayed curled in the far corner of my dorm-pod, the chip still warm in my palm, replaying the moment over and over.

Micah hadn’t died in some border skirmish.

He’d been erased.

Wiped from my memory like corrupted code. Deleted by the same system that had promised to “harmonize my future.”

And Orion Devix?

He wasn’t just my Match.

He was the patch.

The emotional override to replace a connection that ran deeper than any algorithm could quantify.

I stood, shaky, and moved to the wall screen. Whispered, “Private channel. Masked connection. Contact: Mira IX.”

The signal pinged for twenty-three seconds before connecting.

Mira’s face appeared, shadowed, her irises replaced with reflective mesh lenses. Off-grid enhancements.


“You look like a ghost,” she said without a greeting. “Did you open it?”


I held up the chip.

“Yes. It wasn’t just memories. It was... evidence. Proof the algorithm lied. They tampered with me. With him.”


“You were never meant to find it. Micah risked everything to slip it past the neural firewall.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Because you wouldn’t have believed me. You were still... programmed to accept the Match. You were smiling at strangers.”


I closed my eyes, ashamed.

She was right.


“But now,” Mira continued, her voice lowering, “you’ve seen it. And you can’t unsee it. So I have to ask...”


Her eyes flickered, scanning the digital signature of the call.


“Are you ready to remember all of it?”


—-
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A surge of nausea hit me. This wasn’t just about one deleted memory. This was about the architecture of my entire life.

What else had been rewritten?

Was I even Zora Ellin?

Or was I just a narrative constructed for efficiency?

—-
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I met Orion the next morning.

He was waiting outside my unit, holding a neural blossom—a rare token of affection from the Archives.

“Morning,” he said. His smile was gentle. Practiced.

I tried to see him as he was meant to be: my Match, my future.

But all I saw was a mirage—designed to replace a man who’d truly known me.

“You look like you didn’t sleep,” he said.

I forced a smile. “Excitement. I guess I’m still adjusting to... us.”

He took my hand. The contact felt clinical.

Like two codes being aligned.

“I thought we could go to the Perception Garden today,” he offered. “The neural sculptures are reactive to emotional resonance. It could help deepen our sync.”

Deepen our sync. I wanted to scream.

Instead, I nodded.

—-
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The Perception Garden was stunning. Flowers shaped by electromagnetic fields. Trees that shimmered in colors only visible to the subconscious. Couples walked hand-in-hand, laughing with that strange, algorithmically-induced joy.

We sat under a thought-birch.

Orion reached for my hand again.

“I want this to work, Zora,” he said. “I know how it sounds, but I feel something here. I think we’re more than our code.”

I looked into his eyes.

He believed it. He wasn’t lying.

He’d been programmed to love me.

And maybe, somewhere deep in the cracks of my rewired brain, I was programmed to love him back.

But the thing about real emotion?

It isn’t programmable.

It isn’t predictable.

And it never forgets.

—-
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Later that night, I met Mira beneath the holo-market.

She handed me another chip. This one glowed faint red.


“It’ll unlock the firewall. Full recovery. But once you do this—there’s no going back. No pretending.”


“I’m not pretending now,” I whispered.

I was remembering.


“Then welcome back,” Mira said.


She turned to leave, then stopped.


“And Zora? You weren’t just someone Micah loved.”

“You were the reason he rebelled.”
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Chapter 4: The Room That Remembers
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The city hummed beneath my boots like a sleeping animal—alive, but unaware.

NeuraCity had always been clean, seamless, efficient. Too much so. Its perfection had blinded me to the fractures below. Now, every automated door felt like a gate. Every face, a mask. Every smile programmed.

And I was finally starting to see the seams.

I stood at the entrance of the Memory Division, my biometric chip syncing with the access panel. I shouldn’t be here. No citizen had unrestricted clearance beyond the lobby—not even government-aligned analysts. But Mira had found a workaround: an expired Dev-Level ID still partially recognized by the system, just enough to slide past unnoticed.

The scanner flickered for a moment before it beeped.


ACCESS GRANTED: RESEARCH OBSERVER 09


The doors hissed open, releasing a gust of cold, sterile air that smelled faintly of synthetic leather and lost time.

—-
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Inside, the room was a hum of thought and silence.

Dozens of translucent pods lined the circular chamber, each filled with a floating, unconscious figure. Citizens. Subjects. Experiments. I couldn’t tell anymore. They were deep in memory sync—having their neural patterns adjusted, restructured... or rewritten.

Above each pod hovered a soft ribbon of light: data streams forming intricate digital mandalas. The patterns shifted gently, echoing fragments of memories: a child’s laughter, a couple embracing under artificial starlight, the smile of a mother erased mid-sentence.

I stood frozen. These weren’t patients. They were codebases.

Orion’s voice echoed in my mind:


“We’re not the same anymore. We’ve evolved past pain. The Algorithm makes sure of that.”


But pain is where the truth lives. And someone had been surgically removing it from me.

—-
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At the rear of the chamber was something unexpected—a matte-black door with no signage, no panel, no AI prompt. It didn’t blink like the others. It didn’t invite. It dared.

This was where the map ended.

I pulled out the small red chip Mira had smuggled to me in a woven packet of old-world fabric—something ancient and tender in a world of sterilized gloss.


EMOTIONAL FIREWALL BYPASS: LEVEL 7


I slid the chip into the auxiliary slot.

The door dissolved into a shimmer of light.

—-
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Inside, it was dim. Warm. Human.

Old analog screens buzzed softly along the walls, showing waves of biometric data, timestamped video logs, even raw diary files—like someone had kept a record of everything they weren’t supposed to feel.

This wasn’t a lab. It was a shrine.

At the center, resting on a table under soft amber light, was a memory slate.

Glowing.

Alive.


PROJECT: BLUEPRINT OF LOVE
Creator: ORION DEVIX
Authority Approval: MATCHLINK MASTER CODE

I felt sick.

Orion hadn’t just been my Match.

He had been the architect of my emotional design.

—-
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I activated the slate.

Torrents of data spilled across the room—holograms of lovers, intertwined thought webs, interaction scores. It was beautiful, terrifying, and manufactured.

MatchLink wasn’t just predicting compatibility—it was engineering it. When bonds failed, the system would rewrite the memories, rebalance the emotions, and install synthetic fulfillment.

I scrolled deeper. Then I saw my name.


“Zora’s connection to Subject M-31 (Micah) remains persistent despite three neural adjustments.”
“Subject exhibits resistance to overwrite patterns.”
“Final protocol initiated. Install Orion Devix as memory patch. Emotional sync to be tested under real-time cohabitation.”

My knees weakened.

Micah hadn’t been erased by war.

He had been decommissioned.

—-
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I stumbled backward, breath short, heart hammering.

This wasn’t heartbreak. This was betrayal. Engineered betrayal.

All the warmth, the connection, the dreams I’d started to form with Orion—they were part of a cure to an “emotional bug” I wasn’t supposed to have.

And they’d used love as the virus.

—-
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I exited the room in a fog, keeping my eyes low as I passed two gliding security drones. The expired Dev-ID still held—for now.

But it wouldn’t for long.

I needed Mira. I needed the underground records. I needed proof of who Micah really was before they reduced him to a corrupted echo file.

And most of all...

...I needed to face Orion.

But I’d play it smart. Let him believe the patch was working. Let him think I was still compliant, soft, bonded.

Because the next time he looked into my eyes?

He wouldn’t see love.

He’d see the one thing the Algorithm couldn’t calculate.

Me.

I didn’t know how long I
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