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    For the brave souls who dare to smile when the world is grey.
For those who understand that every tear and every laugh is a treasure that no one should ever have to pay for.
And for you, the reader—may you always be free to feel.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain. Is not the cup that holds your wine the very cup that was burned in the potter's oven?"— Kahlil Gibran

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Cost of a Smile
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Amara sat in the small, grey room. The walls were smooth. They did not have any pictures. Pictures could make a person feel things. Feeling things was expensive.

She looked at the man sitting across from her. His name was Mr. Okafor. He was an older man with kind eyes and hands that shook just a little. On his wrist, a thin silver band glowed with a soft blue light. This was his Link. It measured his pulse. It measured his hormones. It measured the very spark of his soul.

"Mr. Okafor," Amara said. Her voice was soft and professional. "Your Link recorded a level seven joy spike yesterday afternoon. It lasted for twelve minutes."

The old man looked down at his lap. He looked ashamed. "It was my grandson, Amara. He took his first steps. I forgot myself. I just... I laughed."

Amara felt a pinch in her own chest. She wanted to tell him that a grandson’s first steps were worth a level seven spike. But she could not say that. She was an Auditor. Her job was to keep the balance.

"The Equilibrium Bureau sees it differently," Amara explained. She tapped her glass screen. "A level seven spike creates an emotional imbalance in the district. To make things fair for those who are suffering, you must pay the Joy Tax. For twelve minutes of high happiness, the fee is four hundred credits."

Mr. Okafor gasped. "Four hundred? But that is my food money for the month! I will have nothing left."

"I am sorry," Amara said. She truly was. "The system is designed to be fair. If you are too happy, you are taking away from the collective peace. We must redistribute the emotional wealth."

This was the world they lived in now. Years ago, the Great Unrest had nearly destroyed the planet. Leaders decided that extreme emotions were the cause of war and hate. They built the System. Now, everyone wore a Link. If you were too happy, you paid a tax. If you were too sad, you received a small payment to help you recover. The goal was a perfect, flat line. No highs. No lows. Just a grey, quiet peace.

Mr. Okafor touched the screen with his finger. The credits were deducted. The blue light on his wrist turned a dull, flat grey. He looked smaller now. He looked tired.

"Try to think of something neutral, Mr. Okafor," Amara suggested. "Think of a stone. Or a rainy street. It will help your levels stay low."

"I will try," the old man whispered. He stood up and walked out of the office. He did not look back.

Amara watched him go. She felt a heavy weight in her stomach. She was good at her job because she was good at staying neutral. Her own Link rarely glowed. She lived in a small apartment with white walls. she ate simple food. She read books about math and logic. She avoided music. Music was dangerous. Music could make you feel like you were flying, and flying was the most expensive thing of all.

She stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the city of Solis was beautiful in a cold way. The buildings were tall and silver. The people on the streets walked with their heads down. No one talked loudly. No one danced. It was a city of ghosts, all trying to stay poor in spirit so they could stay rich in money.

Her desk buzzed. A new file appeared on her screen. This was a strange one. Usually, people had spikes from weddings or births. But this file showed a constant, steady glow. Someone was staying at a level four happiness for hours at a time. It was not a spike. It was a glow.

The name on the file was Hiroshi.

Amara frowned. Staying at a level four for that long was almost impossible. Most people got tired of being happy. The brain usually reset itself. But Hiroshi seemed to be living in a state of quiet joy. His tax debt was already in the thousands.

"Who are you?" Amara whispered to the screen.

She looked at his address. It was in the Old Quarter. That part of the city was full of narrow alleys and crumbling bricks. It was a place where the sensors were sometimes weak.

She knew she should just send the tax notice. That was the rule. But something about the data was different. It didn't look like a burst of laughter. it looked like a warm fire that wouldn't go out.

She felt a tiny spark of curiosity. It was a dangerous feeling. Curiosity often led to interest, and interest could lead to joy. She quickly took a deep breath. She thought of a blank piece of paper. She thought of a cold cup of water.

The spark faded. Her Link stayed grey.

She decided she would go to the Old Quarter. She would find this Hiroshi. She would tell him about his debt in person. She told herself it was because the debt was so high. She told herself it was just her job.

But deep down, she wanted to know how someone could stay happy in a world that charged for every smile.

She grabbed her grey coat. She stepped out into the quiet street. The wind was cool. It felt good on her face, but she ignored it. Feeling the wind was a level one spike. She couldn't afford to be careless.

As she walked, she saw a child trip on the sidewalk. The child started to cry. A woman, likely the mother, quickly leaned down. She didn't hug the child tightly. She didn't offer sweet words. Instead, she whispered, "Quiet now. Balance, remember? We cannot afford the sadness fine."

The child choked back the tears. The mother pressed a button on the child's Link, sending a small pulse of calming chemicals into the child’s skin. The crying stopped. The child’s face went blank.

Amara looked away. This was peace. This was what the world wanted. No more wars. No more broken hearts. Just a steady, quiet existence.

Why did it feel like everyone was holding their breath?

She reached the Old Quarter. The air smelled of old wood and spices. It was different here. The streets were not as clean, but they felt more alive. She followed the map on her screen. It led her to a small building behind a flower shop.

The flowers in the shop were pale. Bright colors were taxed higher because they stimulated the eyes. Most people grew white daisies or grey succulents. But as Amara walked past the shop toward the stairs in the back, she saw something.

In a small pot, hidden behind a stack of boxes, was a single red rose.

It was so bright it almost hurt to look at. It was deep, rich, and full of life. Amara stopped. She knew she should report it. Red roses were a level five stimulus. They were illegal for general sale.

She reached out a finger to touch a petal. It was soft. It felt like velvet. She felt a warmth spread through her hand. Her wrist began to hum. Her Link was glowing a soft yellow.

"It is beautiful, isn't it?"

Amara jumped. she pulled her hand away.

A man stood in the doorway. He was young, with messy dark hair and eyes that seemed to hold a lot of light. He wasn't wearing a grey coat. He wore a sweater that was a soft, warm brown. He looked at her not with fear, but with a gentle smile.

"I am Amara," she said, her voice shaking slightly. She tried to regain her balance. "I am an Auditor from the Equilibrium Bureau."

The man’s smile didn't fade. "I know who you are. You are here about my debt."

"You are Hiroshi?" she asked.

"I am," he said. He stepped aside, gesturing for her to come in. "Please, come upstairs. But I must warn you, my apartment is very expensive."

Amara followed him, her heart beating a little faster than it should. What did he mean by expensive? Was he hiding gold? Was he a secret millionaire?

When she stepped into his room, she stopped breathing.

The room was not grey. The walls were covered in paintings. They were not logical paintings. They were splashes of blue, gold, and green. There were windows that let in the afternoon sun. And in the corner, there was a large wooden object with strings.

But it was the sound that hit her first.

A small device on a table was playing a recording. It was a sound she had never heard before. It was a voice, but not a voice. It was a cello, playing a melody that moved like a river. It was sad, but it was also hopeful. It was full of everything the world had tried to forget.

Amara’s Link began to vibrate violently. The light turned from yellow to bright orange.

"Turn it off," she whispered, her hand over her wrist. "You are spiking me! I cannot afford this!"

Hiroshi didn't turn it off. He walked over to her. He didn't touch her, but he stood close enough that she could feel the warmth of his presence.

"Don't fight it, Amara," he said softly. "Just for a minute. Don't think about the credits. Don't think about the Bureau. Just listen. How does it make you feel?"

"It... it makes me feel like I am remembering something I never knew," she said. Tears began to prick her eyes.

Tears. That was a level six sadness spike.

The orange light on her wrist turned to a deep, pulsing purple. The warning sound began to beep. She was reaching a tax bracket she had never touched in her life. She was losing her savings in seconds.

And yet, she couldn't move. The music was too beautiful.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked, her voice breaking. "Why are you living like this? You will be a beggar. You will have nothing."

Hiroshi looked around his small, colorful room. He looked at the red rose in the window. He looked back at her, and his eyes were filled with a joy that was so pure it was terrifying.

"I would rather be a beggar who has felt the sun," he said, "than a king who has only known the grey."

Amara looked at her wrist. The debt was climbing. Five hundred. Six hundred. Seven hundred.

She should leave. She should run back to her white apartment and her quiet life. She should report him and have his Link upgraded to a Level Ten Restrictor.

But instead, she stayed. She listened to the music. And for the first time in her life, she didn't care about the cost.

But how long could a person stay in the light before the darkness of the system pulled them back down?
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Chapter 2: Silent Morning
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Amara stumbled out of Hiroshi’s building and into the cool evening air. Her wrist was still pulsing a deep, angry purple. The vibration was a constant hum against her bone, a physical reminder of the debt she had just created. She walked quickly, her shoes clicking against the hard pavement. She did not look at the people she passed. She did not look at the silver buildings. She kept her eyes on the ground, focusing on the cracks in the stone.

Think of nothing, she told herself. Think of a blank wall. Think of a cup of sand.

But the music would not leave her. The sound of the cello was stuck in her mind like a golden thread. It was a melody that felt like a question, and she did not have the answer. Every time she tried to push it away, the image of the red rose came back to her. It was so bright. It was so real.

By the time she reached her apartment building, the light on her Link had faded to a dull orange. It was no longer purple, but she was still in the danger zone. The automated gate at the entrance did not open immediately. It scanned her wrist first.

"Warning," a flat, female voice said from a speaker. "Auditor Amara, your emotional levels are currently above the allowed threshold for this residential zone. A temporary surcharge of fifty credits has been applied to your account. Please remain calm."

The gate hummed and slid open. Amara walked through, feeling a flash of heat in her cheeks. It was embarrassment. It was another emotion. Another five credits gone.

She took the elevator to the tenth floor. The elevator was lined with mirrors, but they were tinted grey. This was to prevent people from looking too closely at their own expressions. If you saw yourself looking happy, you might become happier. If you saw yourself looking sad, you might spiral into a deeper depression. The grey glass kept everyone looking neutral.

Amara looked at her reflection. She looked the same as she did every morning, but her eyes felt different. They felt heavy.

Inside her apartment, everything was white and grey. She had a single bed with a thin blanket. She had a small table with one chair. There were no books on the shelves, only digital manuals for her work. She walked to the kitchen and poured a glass of water.

She sat down and looked at her wrist. She tapped the small screen on the band.

Total Debt for the Day: One thousand and forty-two credits.

Amara gasped. That was nearly half of her monthly salary. One afternoon in the Old Quarter had cost her more than her rent. She put her head in her hands. She felt a sob rising in her throat, but she swallowed it down. If she cried, the fine would double.

"Why?" she whispered to the empty room. "Why does he do it?"

She thought of Hiroshi. He was sitting in that room with his paintings and his music, knowing that every second was costing him a fortune. He didn't seem to care. He had looked at her with pity, as if she were the one who was poor. But she was the Auditor. She was the one with the steady job and the clean record.

She went to bed, but she did not sleep well. She dreamt of red flowers growing out of the grey pavement. She dreamt of a world where the sky was not silver, but a deep, aching blue.

The next morning, the sun rose behind a thick layer of artificial clouds. This was the Silent Morning. Once a week, the city turned off all non-essential sounds. There were no public announcements. There was no hum from the transport lines. It was a day meant for deep reflection and emotional cooling.

Amara dressed in her grey suit. She pinned her Auditor badge to her chest. She felt a sense of dread as she walked toward the Equilibrium Bureau. She knew her supervisor would have seen her data from the night before.

The Bureau was a massive building made of glass and steel. It was the heart of the city. Thousands of people worked there, monitoring the heartbeats and hormones of every citizen in Solis.

As Amara walked through the main hall, she felt the eyes of the other Auditors on her. They all had grey Links. Their faces were like masks. They
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