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I woke up afraid this morning.

Not the sudden jolt of a nightmare, but the slow-crawling dread that comes from knowing you have something to lose. My heart hammered against my ribs before I even opened my eyes, anticipating the day ahead with all its terrible possibilities. The roof might leak. The food synthesizer might fail. Dr. Venn might finally report me to the Wellness Council.

I might die having changed nothing.

This is what makes me sick. This is what makes me wrong. This feeling that coils in my stomach like barbed wire, this electric current of what if that runs beneath every moment—this is my disease. The doctors have a name for it: Chronostalgia. A psychological condition characterized by persistent temporal projection, emotional investment in non-present states, and acute suffering related to anticipated futures.

In simpler terms: I remember how to want things.

I pulled myself from the sleeping pod, my legs unsteady on the smooth composite floor. The apartment was exactly as I'd left it, of course. In this world, nothing changes unless it breaks. My few possessions sat in their designated places: three changes of clothes, a water recycler, a wall screen that I never activated, and a small wooden box I'd stolen from the Archives. Inside the box were relics from the before-time. Photographs of people mid-laugh, their faces caught in expressions of joy that anticipated future joy. A wedding invitation with a date that never came. A child's drawing labeled "When I Grow Up."

Evidence of a crime. Evidence of humanity.

I dressed in my gray Curator uniform, the same one I wore yesterday and would wear tomorrow. The fabric was engineered to never stain or tear, a perfect metaphor for the world The Palliative had created. Nothing stains. Nothing tears. Nothing matters enough to damage anything.

The morning air outside was crisp and clean, filtered by the atmospheric processors that still ran on momentum from decades ago. The street was empty except for Mrs. Chen, who stood in exactly the same spot she'd stood for the past three years, watching the sky with a smile of perfect contentment. She didn't blink. She didn't need to. Blinking implies something might change in the time your eyes are closed.

"Good morning, Mrs. Chen," I said, as I did every morning.

She turned her head toward me with the slow, dreamy movement of someone underwater. "Morning," she replied, her voice soft and distant. Then she returned to her sky-watching, her purpose fulfilled.

I felt the familiar ache in my chest—the one the doctors assured me was psychosomatic, a phantom pain conjured by my malfunctioning temporal cortex. But I knew what it really was: grief. Grief for the woman Mrs. Chen used to be, according to the photographs I'd found in the Archives. A woman who'd once built things, who'd engineered the very atmospheric processors that kept us alive. Who'd had a daughter named Lily who sent her messages about graduate school and job interviews and wedding plans.

Mrs. Chen didn't remember Lily. The Palliative had progressed to Stage Seven in her, the doctors said. Her long-term episodic memory was being "compassionately restructured" to remove sources of temporal distress. Soon she wouldn't remember that tomorrow exists. She would live in an eternal, comfortable now.

They said it like it was a gift.

The walk to the Archives took twenty minutes through streets lined with buildings that would stand forever, housing people who barely noticed them. I passed the Martinez Cafe, where the same four people had been sitting at the same table for two years. They weren't talking. They weren't eating. They were simply there, suspended in a moment that had no before and no after.

One of them, a young man named Thomas, had been frozen mid-reach toward a coffee cup for six months. His hand hovered three inches above the ceramic, his face serene. Every day I checked to see if he'd completed the motion. Every day he remained, hanging in the space between intention and action—the space where The Palliative had severed the neural pathway between thought and doing.

I was ten minutes away from the Archives when I saw her.

She was standing in the middle of the intersection where Fourth and Meridian crossed, a place no vehicles had driven in fifteen years. A child, no more than eight or nine, wearing a white dress that seemed too clean, too crisp, too intentional for this world. Her dark hair fell in neat braids down her back.

She was crying.

I stopped walking. My heart rate spiked. Children didn't cry anymore. The nanites colonized fetuses in utero now; this generation had been born without the capacity for distress. This girl was crying, which meant she was like me—wrong, broken, temporally diseased.

Or something else entirely.

I approached slowly, scanning the empty street for Wellness Monitors. "Are you lost?" I asked, knowing the question was absurd. No one could be lost when they had nowhere to go.

The girl looked up at me with eyes that were shockingly clear, shockingly present. "I'm waiting," she said.

The word sent ice through my veins. Waiting. A verb that requires a future tense. A verb that had been slowly edited out of use, relegated to the medical dictionaries alongside other symptoms of Chronostalgia.

"Waiting for what?" I whispered, kneeling down to her level.

She tilted her head, studying me with an intensity that felt archaeological, as if she were excavating my face for meaning. "For someone to ask me that question."

Before I could respond, she reached into the pocket of her pristine dress and pulled out a small data chip, the old kind that hadn't been manufactured in thirty years. She pressed it into my palm, her small fingers surprisingly warm against my skin.

"The Archives, Section 7-Delta, Terminal 23," she said. "They're expecting you."

"Who's expecting me? Who are you?"

But she was already walking away, her small form receding down Meridian Street with the steady, purposeful gait of someone who knew exactly where she was going. Someone with a destination. Someone with a plan.

I stood there, the data chip burning in my hand like a live coal, until she disappeared around a corner. Then I ran.

The Archives occupied what had once been a university library, a massive building of glass and steel that stretched seven stories high. It was maintained by people like me—Curators—whose job was to preserve the accumulated knowledge of humanity without ever wondering why. We filed, we categorized, we repaired failing servers, we converted ancient formats into newer ones. We were librarians for a species that had forgotten how to read.

I badged in through the entrance, trying to control my breathing. Trying to look normal, which meant trying to look like nothing mattered. The lobby was dim and quiet, illuminated by the soft blue glow of emergency lighting that had become permanent lighting when no one remembered to replace it with anything better.

Marcus sat at the reception desk, as he had for twelve years. He glanced up when I entered, his face registering my presence with mild, distant acknowledgment, like a stone acknowledging rain.

"Morning, Elara," he said.

"Morning, Marcus."

This was the extent of our relationship, the depth of our connection. In the old world, according to the documents I'd read, coworkers used to ask each other about their weekends, their families, their plans. They used to complain about traffic that might happen on the way home. They used to make lunch plans for next week.

Now we simply existed in adjacent spaces, our interactions stripped down to the bare minimum required to maintain the illusion of society.

I took the elevator to the seventh floor, Section 7-Delta. This was the restricted area, where the most "dangerous" documents were stored. Not dangerous in the sense of weapons specifications or terrorist manifestos—those were filed in the general collection, as harmless as recipes now. No, Section 7-Delta held the truly subversive material: aspirational content. Documents about goals, dreams, five-year plans, revolutionary manifestos, religious prophecies, self-help books about becoming your best self.

Content that required believing in a self that didn't exist yet.

I'd been assigned to Section 7-Delta three years ago, after my third psychiatric evaluation revealed what the doctors called "persistent future-orientation despite intensive pharmacological intervention." Most Curators worked in the general stacks, maintaining technical manuals and historical records. But someone had to preserve the dangerous documents, and it might as well be someone already infected with temporal delusion.

It might as well be someone who understood what they were reading.

Terminal 23 sat in the back corner of the section, surrounded by shelves of physical books that no one had touched in decades. The terminal itself was ancient, a relic from the 2040s with a mechanical keyboard and a screen that hummed with static. I'd never turned it on before. Why would I? Terminals were for accessing the database, and I could do that from any workstation in the building.

I sat down in the cracked leather chair and held the data chip between my fingers, studying it. It was unmarked, unremarkable, the size of my thumbnail. It could contain anything. A virus. A message. Evidence of my disease that could get me sent to a Wellness Center for permanent "adjustment."

Or it could contain answers to questions I'd been afraid to ask.

I inserted the chip into the terminal's ancient port. The screen flickered, lines of green text cascading down the black background like rain. Then a video file opened, and I found myself looking at a face I'd seen before in the Archives.

Dr. Sarah Chen. The architect of The Palliative. The woman who'd saved the world by ending it.

She looked younger in the video, her hair still dark, her eyes sharp with the kind of focused intelligence that had been bred out of humanity. Behind her, I could see what looked like a laboratory, equipment blinking and humming with purpose.

"If you're watching this," she said, her voice crisp and clear, "then you're one of the Resistant. One of the point-zero-three percent that the nanites can't fully colonize. One of the lucky few who still suffers."

She paused, and something flickered across her face—was it regret? Pain? Hope?
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