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Chapter 1
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The council session was called to order. Roll call began, alphabetically by first name.

.

“Clayanne Xandros?”

.

“Present.”

. 

She settled into her chair, Director of the 3rd district of the northeastern sector, her eyes sweeping the room. One of one hundred twenty voices whose votes shaped lives—and whose rules she had learned to bend long before she ever entered this chamber.

.

She belonged to the “People’s Will” party, reserved for those earning less than fifty-thousand Tronic Coins per year. Most members barely noticed the system, too busy surviving. Clayanne didn’t just survive. She thrived. Years of lessons from her parents, veterans of the “Workers Party,” had taught her how to hide wealth in plain sight—living the life of a Working Party member while keeping her ledger bland and official.

.

Her colleagues respected her, consulted her, sometimes even feared her insight. She could read a bill before it reached the floor and know exactly how to vote. The Technate had rules. She knew where every one of them bent.

.

The chairman of the council presented the new proposed law written by the Wisdom Party (The investors of the Technate). 

.

“Technate resolution 371 as submitted by the Wisdom Party. As rules state, resolution must have sixty-six affirmative votes to pass the chamber. The resolution reads as follows:

.

For the safety and security of the Technate, the following nighttime retirements per age group shall be as follows:

.

Under the age of sixteen... twenty-0ne hundred hours

.

Under the age of twenty-five... twenty-three hundred hours and 30 minutes

.

Over the age of twenty-five... zero-two hours of the following day.

.

The security and safety provisions:

.

Youth sixteen and under tend to be delinquent after dark. Painting graffiti and destroying personal property. All school activities are to cease at twenty-hundred hours. This will reduce crime and keep the youth from becoming involved with criminal activity.

.

Young people twenty-five and under drink and perform activities that are degenerate. This will reduce alcohol intake making the streets safer. Also keeping the Technate’s values from being undermined.

.

Mature adults will be happy they will no longer feel pressured to stay late at parties.

.

This resolution is good for all who live in the Technate. 

.

“We will now call the vote.”

.

The voting was conducted electronically and in private. No director could see how another director voted. Clayanne already knew the outcome. The Technate Directorate always decided how each chamber would vote.

.

Unfortunately for the people, the vote was programmed into the system. The entire process was for show, and she played her part.

.

The resolution failed by a count of seventy-three to forty-seven. It always failed. Any resolution that even hinted at reducing privileges was rejected by the People’s Will Chamber. That rejection was expected. Required, even.

.

The Worker’s Party and the Wisdom Party were meant to represent conservative legislative thought. They would pass the resolution. One of the three Directorates would vote it down—and the resolution would become law.

It would be reported as follows:

.

Technate Resolution 371 passed by two of three chambers and two of three Directorates. Though highly debated, the adoption of Law 371 will enhance the safety and security of all citizens of the Technate.

.

For her participation in the legislative process, Clayanne would receive two hundred Tronic Coins. Being a Director was a part-time position. You came when a session was called, voted on the resolution, and then returned to your normal life. Your normal work.

.

Serving as a Director for the People’s Will Party was like a living bonus. You would never become wealthy while you belonged to this party. Very few ever rose from one party level to the next.

,

Advancement usually required a service rendered to the Technate. A Director would be awarded a large bonus for compliance or cooperation—just enough to push their income past the boundary qualifying them for the next chamber.

The difficulty was staying there.

.

Income had to be maintained. If it wasn’t, you dropped back down.

.

*** 
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.

The garage door rolled open as she eased her 2026 Karmann Ghia inside. The twenty-eight-year-old car still ran like it was almost new. The paint’s sheen had dulled with age, a few small dents and scratches scattered along the body—nothing that drew attention. The engine, though, was another story. Supercharged and tuned far beyond factory limits, it could outrun any ISF patrol car if it had to.

.

The interior was still more than adequate. A few rub marks on the seat, a couple of scuffs in the carpeting. The stereo, however, was top-notch, and the twelve-inch center console screen remained fully functional—an anachronism that refused to die.

.

The door slid shut behind her, the lights flicked on, and Clayanne was home in her small fortress of solitude. She stood there for a moment, facing her mechanical steed. The car’s slightly aged exterior was a ruse. This machine had been built to move small black-market goods through her district. Not only was it fast, but it could also shift colors and subtly alter its appearance—just enough to pass as someone else when it mattered.

.

Safe with the garage door sealed, shut behind her, the locks engaged one by one. Clayanne stayed where she was, watching the Karmann Ghia as it powered down. The engine’s low hum softened, cooling fans ticking as they slowed, then stopped. The console screen dimmed, shrinking to a single line of status text before fading to black. Even the suspension eased, the car settling just a fraction lower, as if finding a comfortable position.

.

She stepped closer and rested her hand on the warm metal of the roof.

.

“Well, Old Man,” she said quietly, “we’re done with the council session. Now we can get back to the real world.”

.

The last indicator light blinked once and went dark. The Old Man was asleep.

.

As she opened the door, the lights inside came on—soft, quiet, almost intimate. Outside, the house was plain, like all the others in the neighborhood. A small rectangle of wood and stucco, more façade than structure. Low hedges traced the front. A short walk led to the centered door, two windows to the left, two to the right, all beneath a fake tile roof.

.

Nothing about it invited a second look.

.

Inside, the layout was simple: a kitchen, living room, bathroom, and two small bedrooms. The furnishings were all quality, but deliberately unremarkable. Solid lines. Neutral tones. It carried the appearance of a home belonging to someone aligned with the People’s Will Party—only with more comfort than the average citizen could ever quite afford.

.

She spoke to the kettle.

“Water temperature for tea.”

.

A small green light glowed at the base, and the kettle obediently warmed.

.

She moved into the second bedroom, her office. This was where she ran her small bathroom and kitchen utensil and supply business. Everything was arranged that it could be shipped directly from warehouses. She never needed to stock inventory—except for a few samples, which she kept for demonstrations. Samples were free, harmless. Everything else moved silently through channels that no one would ever notice.

.

Clayanne picked up her tablet and slowly swiped the screen, bringing up her business website. In her absence, thirty-seven orders had accumulated. Most of her customers were Worker’s Party members, flush with Tronic Coins and eager for ordinary goods.

.

Then one request stood out.

.

“Will you be selling any hair care products? My supplier went out of business. I urgently need some herbal shampoo.”

.

She smiled. A blackballed People’s Will Party member, desperate for what the system wouldn’t provide. Herbal headache medicine, discreetly labeled as shampoo—cannabis tablets would do the trick. She already had the address. A simple drop.

.

She stood from her chair and walked to the bedroom closet. A push of an inconspicuous button lifted a section of the floor, revealing a crawl space beneath her home. Bright light spilled upward as a small set of steps led down into a different world.

.

The head clearance was just one-hundred-thirty centimeters (51 inches), but inside, a tropical garden thrived. Lighting came from solar panels on the roof, cleverly positioned to keep her home looking independent yet ordinary—like countless others in the neighborhood.

.

Upstairs, the main-floor lights remained dim, conserving energy for the grow lights below. She tended rows of herbs, including cannabis, cultivating a hidden black-market supply for those denied medical access.

.

She picked several cannabis leaves, not for the client’s request, but to replenish what she would take for the next delivery. In the garage, a couple of windows with slight magnification lenses could dry a small batch in just a few days—no energy required if the sun cooperated.

.

The drying tables folded neatly into the garage walls when not in use, disappearing from view. A ceiling vent with filters drew any odors upward, ensuring nothing would be easily detected.

.

Clayanne moved through her home with practiced ease. In the kitchen, she prepared a simple meal—oatmeal with a few dried berries, a cup of tea steeping beside it. The faint aroma of herbs lingered in the air, grounding her in a private, deliberate rhythm.

.

A soft melody played from a small speaker, low enough to fill the room without intruding. As she ate, her tablet chimed once. A text message. She glanced at it, then typed a brief reply. Nothing conversational. Nothing that would stand out. Texts were routed through collection centers, archived and ignored unless someone became a problem. Calls were different. Calls were remembered.

.

The exchange ended there. Everything that needed to be said had been.

.

She washed the dishes, wiped the counters, and straightened the table. Even these small tasks followed an order she never questioned. Control lived in the details.

.

Later, she settled into the living room chair, tea warming her hands. The music faded. Light shifted across the floor. For a moment, there was no council, no Technate, no second business waiting beneath her feet—just the quiet house and the steady presence of Old Man resting in the garage.

.

It was time to rest. The council sessions had taken their toll. She stepped into her bedroom, removed her clothing, and entered the bathroom.

.

“Pulsating shower, water temperature thirty-one Celsius. Lavender body wash.”

.

The lights glowed a soft moonlight blue. Music filled the room from hidden speakers. Water from the multi-head shower massaged her back and legs, and a splash of lavender mist turned into a rich lather, sliding smoothly down her skin. She washed her long brown hair with herbal shampoo, letting the stress of the past three days swirl down the drain.

.

Toweling herself, a warm, circulating breeze brushed over her skin, helping it dry quickly. She combed through her hair, letting the soft air ease each lock into place.

.

Back in her bedroom, a sensor opened her dresser drawer. She pulled out a light pink silk nightgown and slid it over her head. She felt renewed, relaxed... and a little sexy. Sliding under the satin sheets, she pulled the comforter up to her neck.

.

“Forest.”

White noise filled the room with the gentle sounds of a nighttime forest. Clayanne closed her eyes and drifted off. Tomorrow, business would be as usual.

.

***
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.

The gentle sound of music grew gradually louder. Clayanne opened her eyes, early morning light barely illuminating the sky above. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, letting her thoughts settle.

.

She dressed in a white cotton blouse and black jeans. Running shoes would be her choice today. She needed to deliver the herbal medication, and she would walk to the exchange.

.

Breakfast was a blueberry muffin and a cup of herbal tea. She cleaned the few dishes she had used and stepped into the garage. The Old Man sat there, as always—but this was also where she kept her sample products.

.

The samples would be emptied. The medication placed inside. Then the sample would be delivered to the person who had requested it. Payment came through the purchase of a small bottle of the same product. Clayanne marked the transaction fulfilled, and the Tronic Coin transferred into her account. No warehouse. No shipping. The transaction complete.

.

She picked up a sample bottle filled with cannabis pills and slipped it into her catch purse. Exiting through the side door, she stepped into the quiet neighborhood street.

.

Three blocks later, at a bus stop crowded with morning riders, she walked over and sat down. She put on her sunglasses—a signal that she had what the young woman needed for her husband. The woman sat beside Clayanne.

.

Clayanne launched into a small sales pitch about the herbal shampoo. The young woman asked for a sample. Clayanne handed her the bottle along with a business card.

.

The woman stood and rejoined the small crowd just as the bus arrived. She boarded with the other passengers. Clayanne rose from the bench and began the walk home.

.

Another small need completed.
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Chapter 2
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Later in the morning, Clayanne arrived at the Third District office to check on any new correspondence and meet with two of her under-officers from the People’s Will Party. They were already waiting for her.

.

Alton owned a small appliance store in the district. He was in his late fifties, lean and fit, with dark hair and thick-rimmed glasses that gave him the look of a patient academic. Rachel was a mother of three, a home mother, full-figured, with blonde hair and bright blue eyes that rarely missed anything.

.

Without a word, Clayanne reached into her bag and activated a small static generator. The device filled the room with a faint, uneven hum. Officially, it was meant to prevent criminal eavesdropping. In practice, Clayanne used it to keep the Technate itself from listening.

.

She looked at Alton.

“You called this meeting,” she said. “So, tell me—what problem is there? Or what problem are they pretending isn’t?”

.

Alton shifted his weight. “We’ve had a flurry of access shutoffs this week. Families. Basic needs.” He hesitated, then continued. “The worst case is Henry Sanson. He shoved an ISF officer during a scuffle in a bar. Thirty days restricted access—water and oatmeal only.”

.

Clayanne’s jaw tightened.

.

“He has two little girls,” Alton added. “No prison time. The officer was shaking down a young woman, and Henry stepped in.”

.

Rachel leaned forward. “Our shadow-district food pantry is nearly empty,” she said. “And there are five other families currently restricted from basic necessities. Not as severe as Henry’s case—but still bad enough that their children can’t access proper food.”

.

The static generator hummed on, indifferent.

.

Clayanne sat in silence, contemplating Henry’s situation. A grown adult could survive thirty days on oatmeal and water. It would be miserable, but survivable. 

.

Children were another matter entirely—and they should not suffer for a good deed.

.

The ISF—Internal Security Force—was notorious for its brutal handling of civilians. Clayanne had seen enough reports to know what shaking down usually meant. If Henry Sanson had not stepped in, the young woman would have likely ended the night in a hospital bed.

.

She exhaled slowly.

.

“I will handle Henry’s situation personally,” Clayanne said at last.

.

Alton and Rachel exchanged a glance.

.

“You two,” she continued, “need to organize a benefit for the children’s hospital. Make it visible. Approved. Public.” Personally invite all section Party Directors. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “We’ll skim enough food from the dinner logistics to refill the shadow pantry on their pocketbook.”

.

Rachel blinked. “That much?”

.

“That much,” Clayanne replied. “If anyone audits it, the paperwork will look pristine. Compassion always passes faster than dissent.”

.

The static generator hummed on.

.

*** 
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.

Back at her home, Clayanne opened the pantry.

.

Over the past few years, she had accumulated several disaster rations. The Technate insisted that Directors remain provisioned in the event of disruption. Continuity required it. Clayanne was permitted access to food the common citizen never saw.

.

Seven cans of ground, compressed, seasoned meat.

Five cans of ground, compressed, seasoned sea mixture.

Five cans of ground, compressed poultry.

.

There was also a box of powdered milk, three boxes of dried flaked potatoes, and three tins of vacuum-sealed dried fruit.

.

She selected carefully.

.

Five cans of the meat. Three each of the poultry and sea mixture. Two boxes of potatoes. The milk. Two tins of fruit.

.

They would likely be eating oatmeal twice a day, but at least dinner would have flavor. Substance. Something that reminded the body it was still being cared for.

.

She packed everything into a box and carried it to the garage, setting it gently on the passenger seat of the Old Man.

.

The vehicle accepted her presence before she touched it. A soft chime, a brief pulse through the handle—recognition without greeting. Clayanne slid into the driver’s seat and the door sealed with a sound that was almost affectionate.
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