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Part I – Drafted by Data
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Kelvin Ruxen had spent most of his adult life cleaning up other people’s mistakes inside the Dominion’s data systems. His job was quiet, invisible, and safely unheroic. He corrected error codes in the Allocation Engine, the vast algorithm that decided where every citizen should work, live, and serve. Most days he adjusted minor discrepancies in workforce distribution reports, the kind of work that made sense to him because numbers behaved better than people. Numbers stayed obedient.

Until the morning, they didn’t.

He was halfway through a compliance audit when his console flashed red and locked him out. A line of text appeared across the center of the screen: “Assignment Update Confirmed: Reclassification Approved. Unit Transfer Pending.”

He read it twice before realizing the notice had his employee number attached to it.

He blinked, tapped for clarification, and felt his throat tighten when the words “Combat Division Placement” appeared beside his name. His War Aptitude Score was one of the lowest in the Dominion. By all logic, he was ineligible for active service. Logic, however, was a resource in short supply.

He tried to appeal the error through the proper channels, but the system looped him back to a statement that said, All records verified. No anomaly detected. When he attempted to overwrite the entry, the update corrected itself instantly, as if the Allocation Engine were reminding him who had the final authority. Within an hour, a transport order arrived in his inbox with a time stamp that matched the exact minute he had first opened the message.

It was as if the system had known his reaction in advance.

Kelvin sat in silence, the glow of his screen reflecting off his glasses. Around him, the Data Allocation Bureau hummed with the sound of quiet efficiency. Hundreds of analysts sat in rows, eyes fixed on their terminals, each one a small cog in the machinery of order. The Dominion of Metrics prided itself on precision. Every life was an equation. Every equation had its place. And now, apparently, his place was on a battlefield.

When he reported to the Personnel Transition Center that evening, a human officer scanned his ID tag and frowned. “Says here you volunteered for combat service.”

“I didn’t volunteer,” Kelvin said.

The officer’s stylus hovered over the tablet. “The record says you did.”

“There’s been a mistake.”

The officer looked up with the dull patience of someone used to hearing the same objection. “There are no mistakes in the Allocation Engine. Only corrections.” He tapped the screen and handed Kelvin a black data-band stamped with a silver insignia. “Congratulations, Soldier. Report to Orientation at zero five hundred.”

Kelvin stared at the band as if it were a joke he didn’t understand. His old identity chip had been deactivated the moment the new one activated. His personal files vanished from his tablet, his access codes revoked. He wasn’t even an analyst anymore. He was a statistic inside a war algorithm.

That night, he returned to his tiny apartment overlooking the lower district. The walls glowed faintly with Dominion propaganda—motivational holograms projected by the civic system, cycling through slogans about purpose and service. He ignored them. He poured himself a glass of synth tea and stared out the window at the city’s endless neon grid. Somewhere, the Allocation Engine was still running, still calculating destinies.

He wondered how many others had been reassigned by “correction.”

He wondered if the system ever corrected itself.

Orientation

The transport arrived before sunrise.

A smooth, gray capsule settled silently outside Kelvin’s building, its door opening with a soft hiss. Inside, several others were already seated, facing forward, eyes fixed on dim screens built into the walls. No one spoke. No one even glanced at each other.

The air inside carried a sterile scent—clean, controlled, unfamiliar.

A calm voice filled the cabin.

“Welcome to the Orientation and Reassignment Program. You have been selected by the Allocation Engine to serve the Dominion Defense Force. Your metrics align with current operational needs. Congratulations.”

The words felt rehearsed, empty of meaning.

The capsule accelerated without warning, gliding along magnetic rails toward the outskirts of the city. Through the tinted glass, Kelvin caught glimpses of distant structures fading into morning haze. Ahead, the Orientation Complex rose into view—smooth, reflective, and windowless. It didn’t look like a place people entered. It looked like a place they were absorbed in.

Inside, the process was immediate.

Personal belongings were removed. Identification scanned. Movement directed with quiet precision. The floors beneath them pulsed faintly, collecting biometric data as they walked—heart rate, stress levels, chemical responses. Overhead displays tracked the results in real time:

Compliance 74%

Cognitive Resistance 16%

Instability 10%

The numbers shifted constantly, adjusting as each recruit moved through the system.

When Kelvin stepped forward, the scan lingered.

An officer studied the results. She said, “Cognitive friction detected,” she said.

“I shouldn’t be here,” Kelvin replied.

“That is the friction,” she answered calmly.

She activated a console. “You’ll undergo Cognitive Reformatting before standard conditioning.”

He hesitated. “Reformatting?”

“Neural adjustment,” she said. “Nothing invasive. Just alignment.”

He wasn’t convinced.

They guided him into a stark white room filled with reclining chairs. Mechanical arms extended overhead, each fitted with small sensors. A technician gestured for him to sit.

“Close your eyes,” the technician said. “Focus on something familiar.”

Kelvin tried to think of his old work—the comfort of patterns, and the stability of numbers behaving as expected.

A pulse of light flashed behind his eyelids.

Then a low hum.

It wasn’t painful, but it felt wrong. As if his thoughts were being rearranged, sorted into a structure he didn’t choose. When it stopped, the fear was still there—but dulled, distant.

Controlled.

He opened his eyes.

Everything looked the same.

It just didn’t feel the same.

A uniform was issued. A designation assigned.

Fighter Unit 47-B.

As he stepped out of the room, his wristband activated:

Serve with Precision.

Think with Purpose.

Feel with Restraint.

That night, in the barracks, rows of recruits lay motionless under dim lighting. Their breathing synchronized, their minds fed identical dream sequences—carefully designed narratives of duty and purpose.

Kelvin’s sequence failed halfway through.

He woke early, unsettled, with a single thought echoing clearly in his mind:

Figures don’t mean a thing... because they can always be changed.

He didn’t know where it came from.

But it didn’t feel like it belonged to the system.



Combat Conditioning

The days that followed erased any sense of time.

Training began before sunrise and stretched long past exhaustion. It wasn’t traditional combat preparation—it was something far more controlled. Every movement, every reaction, every hesitation was measured and corrected.

Recruits wore monitoring bands that tracked focus, obedience, and response time. Any deviation triggered an immediate correction pulse—a sharp reminder that inconsistency had consequences.

The instructors called themselves Efficiency Officers.

Their voices never changed. Their tone never shifted.

“Move with precision. Think without conflict. Emotion reduces performance.”

Kelvin quickly realized that physical strength wasn’t the goal.

Uniformity was.

During target exercises, his readings frequently dropped below acceptable levels. His focus drifted. His reactions lagged behind others. An Efficiency Officer stopped behind him, reviewing his data.

“Unit 47-B. Reaction time below standard.”

“I’m improving,” Kelvin said.

“Improvement is irrelevant. Only output matters.”

A brief pulse ran through his collar. Not enough to injure—but enough to humiliate.

“You will review unit performance data after hours,” she added. “Observation reinforces correction.”

That night, while others rested, Kelvin sat alone at a terminal reviewing training metrics. Every detail had been recorded—movement patterns, hesitation intervals, stress fluctuations.

That was when he noticed something unusual.

The system’s evaluation process wasn’t perfect.

Small inconsistencies appeared in the data flow—minor enough to go unnoticed, but real. With the right adjustments, performance scores could be altered before final review.

The system accepted the changes without resistance.

Kelvin tested it.

A slight adjustment to his own reaction time.

The next morning, the results reflected improvement.

No alerts. No corrections.

Encouraged, he expanded the changes—subtle modifications for others whose scores were close to failure. Just enough to prevent them from being flagged.

The system accepted every change.

To it, numbers were truth.

And truth could be rewritten.

For the first time since his reassignment, Kelvin felt a small sense of control. Not freedom—but influence.

Weeks passed. His metrics improved. The correction pulses stopped. He was marked as compliant, even efficient.

Eventually, an Efficiency Officer approached him again.

“You adapt well, 47-B,” she said. “Adaptation leads to advancement.”

He didn’t respond.

“Promotion approved,” she added.

The irony wasn’t lost on him.

The system had rewritten his life—then rewarded him for learning how to rewrite it back.

That night, lying awake, Kelvin understood something far more dangerous than anything they had taught him.
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