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    "To those who dare to feel in a world that demands silence—your courage fuels the fight."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The truth is a shard—sharp, incomplete, and ours to wield."
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Chapter 1: The First Surcharge
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The Archive Sea had quieted.

Memory stood free at last—an offering, not a weapon.

For two days, the world breathed.

And then, at midnight, a new pulse cut through the silence:

› EMOTIONAL ACTIVITY SURCHARGE

Feeling Level: Baseline

New Ledger Initialized

NO WARNING. NO GRACE period. Just the orchestration of every heartbeat, every tremor, every unguarded thought—now a transaction on the Sentiment Spine.

Lyra Venn awoke to the debit notification flashing beneath her eyelid’s neural HUD:

› Emotive Debit: Residual Hope, Tier 1

Balance Due: 0.00 aCreds

SHE BLINKED. NO CHARGE. Yet.
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Below,        the       city stirred. The      Feed towers—once dark—glowed again with cursive streams of living data. Mnemos lay buried, its accord still echoing: “To be free is to choose what we pass on.”

But freedom, it seemed, came at a price.

Slipping out of her refugee loft in the Spire’s underbelly, Lyra moved through streets painted with the first bloom of unbilled wonder. Children chased pigeons without algorithmic prompts. Lovers held hands without approval codes. Strangers met eyes—unscripted.

She paused before a silent screen, now emblazoned with the Republic’s new banner:

› The Sentiment Act – Year 1

Your feelings sustain the state. Your state sustains you.

THE TAGLINE FELT HOLLOW—LIKE a pledge offered on borrowed time.

Her finger hovered over the “Acknowledge & Continue” prompt.

She refused to tap.

Instead, she let the ledger stay blank.

No credits. No debits.

Just potential.

A drone skimmed overhead, its sensors sweeping for emotional anomalies. Lyra ducked into an alley, heart pounding. If they could tax memory, they could tax hope next.
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She pressed her palm against the cold brick—still warm from the day’s sun.

›   They’ve    replaced    forgetting         with    paying, she thought.

And this time, it’s everyone’s turn to settle the debt.

IN THAT PULSE—NO CHARGE yet—but the first fault line had opened.

Lyra Venn stepped into the dawn of the Cost of Feeling.
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Chapter 2: Grin Tax
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T

he Ministry of Affective Affairs smelled like polished glass and ozone. Sterile corridors pulsed with soft light as emotion scrubbers hummed overhead, ensuring the air stayed neutral—no pheromonal traces, no charged micro-expressions, no risk of empathic bleed.

Lyra walked through the gates without resistance. Her badge bore a violet stripe: High Clearance – Auditor Grade II. It meant she could see what others weren’t allowed to feel.

Today, she’d been summoned to the Office of Sentiment Compliance.

A wall of holo-screens greeted her, each displaying live footage from various sectors—crowds moving in choreographed stillness, city squares drained of laughter, couples exchanging programmable affection under government contract. It was order. Predictable. Beautiful, in its own way.
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