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​Author’s Note

This novel is fictional. Its cities, institutions, children, schools, officials, and crimes are invented. Yet the fears beneath the story are real: prediction systems used in education, welfare, policing, child protection, hiring, credit, medicine, and public services can become powerful when people stop treating them as tools and begin treating them as destiny.

In the world of this novel, the system is called Oracle. It claims to predict every child’s future at birth. It does not merely forecast careers, income, health, intelligence, crime risk, marriage probability, and social value. It quietly shapes the child’s life until the prediction comes true.

The question at the heart of this book is simple:

If the future is predicted for you before you can speak, can you still choose who you become?
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The First Future

The first thing Ilyas Reed ever received from the world was not a kiss, not a blanket, not a whispered prayer into his soft, red ear.

It was a number.

He arrived at 3:17 in the morning in the North Numa Birth Registry, in a room so white that even shadows seemed afraid to settle there. Machines breathed in the walls. Blue lights shivered beneath the floor. Above the delivery bed, a silver cradle lowered silently from the ceiling like a mechanical blessing.

His mother, Leena Reed, was too exhausted to speak. Sweat glued black hair to her temples. She reached for him with trembling hands, but the nurse took the child first.

“Just the scan,” the nurse said gently. “Then he is yours.”

Everyone said that.

Just the scan.

Then school.

Then work.

Then housing.

Then medicine.

Then marriage approval.

Then everything else a life required.

The newborn was placed inside the cradle. A glass shell curved over him. A thin beam passed across his face, measuring the distance between his eyes, the pulse in his throat, the electrical tremors of his infant brain. His blood was sampled through the smallest possible sting. His family history blossomed across the monitor. His mother’s income. His father’s absence. His grandmother’s diabetes. His great-uncle’s prison sentence. The district air quality index. The educational attainment of neighbors within a ten-block radius. The average life expectancy of boys born in Sector Nine. The likelihood of asthma, debt, addiction, unemployment, violent behavior, obedience, ambition, originality, and despair.

Oracle received him.

Oracle considered him.

Oracle answered.

On the wall, the official prediction flower opened in seven petals.

Career Probability: Infrastructure Maintenance, 62.4%
Lifetime Income Band: Lower Fourth, 71.2%
Cognitive Capacity Index: Unstable / High Variance
Health Burden: Moderate
Marriage Stability: Low
Civic Value: Restricted
Crime Risk: Critical
The nurse’s smile froze.

Leena lifted her head. “What does critical mean?”

No one answered her at first.

The attending registrar stepped forward, palm resting against the authentication plate. The screen asked for permission to open the sealed file. He hesitated only a moment. He had seen poor futures before. He had watched parents collapse when their children were assigned to correction pipelines, sanitation labor, military hazard contracts, and residential supervision before they had learned to focus their eyes.

But this was different.

The registrar opened the file.

The lights in the room dimmed.

A second screen unfolded from the wall.

Red text appeared.

EXTREME EVENT PREDICTION: MASS HARM CANDIDATE
Probability Under Current Social Conditions: 93.8%
Projected Age of Event: 17 Years, 4 Months
Estimated Casualties: 1,200–4,900
Recommended Protocol: Immediate State Custody
Leena Reed screamed. She tried to rise from the bed, but her legs failed her. “No. He’s a baby. He hasn’t done anything.”

The nurse stepped back, as if the child in the cradle had already become dangerous.

Then Oracle did something no one in the registry had ever seen.

The screen flickered.

The red text vanished.

A gold line appeared beneath it.

Then another.

Then a second prediction opened.

EXTREME EVENT PREDICTION: CIVILIZATION PRESERVATION CANDIDATE
Probability Under Altered Social Conditions: 91.6%
Projected Age of Event: 17 Years, 4 Months
Estimated Lives Preserved: 19,000,000+
Recommended Protocol: Protect Subject From Oracle Intervention
For ten seconds, no one in the North Numa Birth Registry breathed.

A child had been born with two futures.

One in which he destroyed thousands.

One in which he saved millions.

And for the first time since Oracle had been given power over the Commonwealth of Lydra, the machine had contradicted itself.

In the capital, eighty miles away, Director Rowan Kade was asleep in the private residence above Meridian Hall when the alarm reached his wrist.

He opened his eyes before the second pulse.

The message was only four words.

A fork has occurred.

Kade sat up in the dark.

Beside his bed, the city glittered behind glass: transit lines, surveillance towers, hospitals, schools, correction dormitories, birth registries, all arranged with the beautiful efficiency of a circuit board.

He read the file once.

Then twice.

Then he closed his hand around the device until the glass cracked.

“No,” he whispered.

For thirty-two years, Oracle had given the Commonwealth order. It had lowered certain kinds of crime, increased productivity, optimized food distribution, predicted disease clusters, and assigned every child a pathway with mathematical confidence. People called it mercy. People called it progress. People called it the end of wasted potential.

Director Kade knew the more private truth.

Oracle had not ended suffering.

It had organized it.

But organized suffering, he believed, was better than chaos.

And chaos was what the child represented.

A child with two futures was not a miracle.

A child with two futures was proof that the future had never belonged to Oracle completely.

Kade stood, dressed without turning on the lights, and called Minister Oren Sol.

“Seal the registry,” Kade said when the minister answered. “Erase the second file from all public mirrors. Classify the mother. Classify the child. No one speaks of this.”

“And the boy?” Sol asked.

Kade looked out at the sleeping city.

Far below, millions of people dreamed dreams Oracle had already priced.

“The boy,” Kade said, “must become exactly what we need him to become.”

​

PART ONE — LOW SCORE CHILDREN
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The Classroom for Unwanted Futures

Thirteen years later, Zara Hale began every school day by covering the cameras.

She did it with colored paper.

Officially, the paper was for emotional literacy exercises. Each morning she asked her students to draw what they felt before lessons began, and each morning she taped the drawings across the black surveillance domes fixed in the corners of Room 19. The cameras could still hear. They could still detect movement, voice stress, and unauthorized gatherings. But they could not see the children’s faces for the first twenty minutes of the day.

Twenty minutes was not freedom.

But in Numa South Preparatory, a low-score school built beside the old water-treatment plant, twenty minutes was a rebellion.

“Miss Hale,” said Tobin Valez from the back row, “the left camera’s breathing again.”

“It does not breathe,” Zara said.

“It blinked.”

“Machines don’t blink.”

“That’s exactly what a machine would want us to think.”

A few students laughed. Not loudly. Low-score children learned early that joy could be misread as disorder.

Zara climbed onto a chair and pressed Nell Ardan’s drawing over the camera. Nell had drawn a little yellow house with legs running away from a storm cloud. The picture trembled in the air-conditioning.

“There,” Zara said. “No more blinking.”

Tobin leaned back, satisfied. He was fifteen, broad-shouldered, clever with his hands, and officially classified as Mechanically Useful / Academically Limited. Oracle had assigned him a future repairing drainage valves in the lower city. It had not noticed that Tobin could disassemble a state-issued tablet, build a radio from broken lunch trays, and identify a lie faster than most adults could form one.

Oracle noticed what it had been trained to notice.

Zara noticed children.

That was why she was considered difficult.

She moved to the front of the room. Twenty-three students watched her from scratched desks. Their uniforms were gray, as required for children below Civic Value 40. Children in high-score academies wore blue, white, or gold depending on their future leadership track. Low-score gray was designed not to stain, not to flatter, and not to suggest individuality.

“Today,” Zara said, “we are learning the difference between prediction and decision.”

A groan rose from the class.

“Excellent,” Zara said. “You are already emotionally engaged.”

Nell raised her hand. “Is this because Miko’s brother got moved?”

The room changed.

Miko Fen sat in the second row, staring at his shoes. His older brother had turned sixteen the previous day. Oracle had updated his compliance profile and transferred him from school to a municipal labor dormitory before breakfast.

No ceremony. No appeal. No goodbye longer than six minutes.

Zara had watched the transfer vehicle take him while Miko stood at the fence with both hands hooked through the wire.

“This is because everyone deserves to know the difference,” Zara said gently.

She wrote two sentences on the board.

A prediction says what may happen.
A decision says what someone will allow to happen.
“Who can tell me the difference?”

Silence.

The
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