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Part I: The Contract Called Rescue


Chapter 001: Air Renewal
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The renewal window opened at 04:00 ring-standard, while the corridor lights were still in night economy and the wall vents breathed in their careful sleep.

Yara Kest was awake before the first tone.

She lay still on the upper bunk with her eyes open, counting the three sounds that meant their family account had not yet failed in the night: Miro's assist collar easing air into his throat in short, patient pulses; the ceiling return cycling stale warmth out of the bunkroom; the wet tick of condensate sliding through the pipe behind the wall. The ring never went silent. Silence belonged to museums, old films, and dead compartments. On Halcyon, every sound was a promise somebody had paid for.

The fourth sound came from the wall display.

`AIR RIGHTS RENEWAL WINDOW ACTIVE`

The letters appeared in amber, bright enough to turn the bunkroom into a small, official dawn.

Yara did not move until the line below it finished rendering.

`FAMILY ACCOUNT: KEST-02`

`RENEWAL STATUS: UNCONFIRMED`

`SERVICE INTERRUPTION REVIEW: 19:59:57`

Nineteen hours, fifty-nine minutes, fifty-seven seconds. The system was generous with seconds. It gave them away in heaps, like a person could build a future out of the sound of a clock being kind.

Miro made a sleeping noise below her, half cough and half complaint. His assist collar answered with a softer pressure cycle. The tiny green light at his throat blinked through the dark.

"Don't be official at me yet," he mumbled.

Yara rolled onto her side and looked down through the rail. "I didn't say anything."

"You thought in forms."

"You were asleep."

"I can hear your form thoughts."

He turned his face away from the wall display and dragged the blanket over his head, which defeated neither the light nor the collar tube that ran from the bedside unit to the soft ring sealed around his neck. At eleven, Miro was all elbows, large opinions, and medical equipment that pretended to be smaller than it was. The collar was slim and matte and advertised in clinic posters as child-normalizing support. It still made a faint mechanical sigh every time his lungs forgot to keep up.

Yara climbed down without using the ladder. The floor was cold through her socks. Every morning, the floor reminded her that gravity in their sector was a compromise between comfort and power rationing. The ring saved weight by letting the young learn balance.

The display followed her with a motion wake.

`PRIMARY MINOR SIGNATORY: YARA KEST`

`AGE: 15.92 STANDARD`

`MEDICAL CONTINUITY DEPENDENT: MIRO KEST`

`QUARANTINE STATUS: SEALED-RESIDENT`

"Don't read it out," Miro said from under the blanket.

"I wasn't."

"Your face reads it."

Yara touched the screen to dim it. The amber became a low glow, like old heat behind glass.

Their room was seven steps long and four steps wide if you stepped carefully around the med unit. Bunks on the left. Fold desk on the right. Lockers under the desk. One wall slot for water, one for nutrient cartridges, one for the neighborhood printer that jammed on any material thicker than clinic tissue. The air vent above the door had a paper star tucked into its grille, one of Miro's, folded from an expired appeal notice. He had written `DO NOT RECYCLE, I HAVE A DESTINY` on one wing in block letters.

Halcyon did not allow loose paper near the returns, officially. Paper fibers fouled the filters. Unofficially, half the children in C-Spine had paper charms in their vents because the adults had decided some small risks belonged to being human.

Yara reached up and straightened the star. "Your destiny is crooked."

"It's refusing imposed alignment."

"It's clogging the intake."

"It is inspiring the intake."

His voice was muffled, but he was awake now. That made the morning worse and better at the same time.

Yara opened the fold desk and woke the account slate. The slate already knew what day it was. It showed the same amber renewal notice in a tighter, meaner format.

`REQUIRED TO MAINTAIN:`

`DOMESTIC AIR SHARE`

`MEDICAL CONTINUITY`

`SEALED-RESIDENT CIVIC STANDING`

`PAYMENT DUE: 612.40 OXYGEN CREDITS`

`AVAILABLE FAMILY RESERVE: 418.03 OXYGEN CREDITS`

The gap sat there like a person waiting to be apologized to.

Yara tapped the reserve field open. There were the numbers she had already memorized, now rearranged by the renewal engine to make the failure feel fresh.

Scrubber assistant stipend, posted.

School maintenance credit, posted.

Filter-change hazard bonus, pending.

Food heat conversion, available but penalty-bearing.

Recreation access refund, denied because the Kest account had not held recreation access for three cycles and therefore had nothing left to surrender.

Medical continuity weight adjustment, increased.

Quarantine surcharge, increased.

Adult signatory absence risk, increased.

Yara stared at that line until the words blurred. Adult signatory absence risk. It was a clean phrase for the blank place in the Kest file, the place where a grown person's permission was supposed to stand between a child and the ring.

Miro pushed the blanket down. His hair stuck up on one side. The assist collar had left a red half-ring on his skin.

"How impossible is it?"

"It's not impossible."

"That's your first lie of renewal day."

"It's a gap."

"Second lie. You call things gaps when the other side is visible."

Yara looked over her shoulder. "Do you want breakfast or philosophy?"

"Both. In a bowl."

She thumbed the wall slot for morning ration. The unit warmed with a tired hum and released two sealed cups of grain paste, one regular and one modified for Miro's med absorption. The modified paste was supposed to taste like pear. It tasted like a memory of pear having a bad day.

Miro sat up and reached for it. Yara got there first, peeled the seal, and checked the strip under the lid.

He groaned. "I am begging you to let me be poisoned like a normal person."

"Normal people check seal strips."

"Normal people have adults."

The words landed harder than he meant them to. He saw it and looked away, picking at the blanket seam with one finger.

"Sorry," he said.

"You're right."

"I can be right and still be an idiot."

"That is basically your civic category."

He smiled into the cup. It was quick, but it counted.

Yara ate standing up, reading the renewal page while the grain paste burned the roof of her mouth. She opened the hardship menu. It had fewer options than it had last cycle.

`HARDSHIP BRIDGE`

`AVAILABLE TO FAMILY ACCOUNTS WITH:`

`- VERIFIED ADULT SIGNATORY`

`- ACTIVE EXTERNAL SPONSOR`

`- UNSEALED EMPLOYMENT EXIT`

`- MEDICAL CONTINUITY OVERRIDE`

She tapped medical continuity override.

`OVERRIDE REVIEW CURRENTLY UNAVAILABLE FOR SEALED-RESIDENT ACCOUNTS WITHOUT ADULT SIGNATORY`

"They changed that," she said.

Miro stopped pretending not to watch her. "Changed what?"

"Medical override."

"Changed good or changed Halcyon?"

"Halcyon."

He took that in without asking for the translation. On the ring, good changes announced themselves in green and included a citizen quote about resilience. Halcyon changes arrived quietly in menus and left people to discover how much smaller their lives had become.

The assist collar clicked twice and increased pressure. Miro flinched like it had said his name in public.

"Breathe slower," Yara said.

"I would love to speak to the design committee."

"Breathe first."

He inhaled through his nose, annoyed but obedient. The little green light steadied.

Outside their door, the corridor speakers gave the first morning advisory.

"C-Spine residents, ring-standard cycle begins in twelve minutes. Renewal window for accounts A through M is active. Please verify air share, filter compliance, medical continuity, and civic standing before service review. Halcyon keeps faith through accurate records."

Miro mouthed the last sentence along with the speaker, making a solemn face. Halcyon keeps faith through accurate records was printed over clinic doors, school walls, ration counters, tribunal screens, and the sealed viewing glass where children went to look at stars without being allowed to leave.

Yara hated the sentence less than she wanted to. Records had kept Miro alive. Accurate records had gotten him the collar, the mesh treatment, the night oxygen bump, the learning exemption during the winter pressure sickness. Accurate records also knew exactly how much his survival cost and how close the Kest account was to becoming inaccurate.

The ring was not cruel in the way stories made bad places cruel. Nobody in the renewal office wanted Miro to stop breathing. Nobody in C-Spine wanted a minor signatory to fail. The system had alarms and exceptions and clerks who worked double shifts with gray faces and trembling hands. Halcyon had survived quarantine for twenty-three years because it learned to count everything, because uncounted mercy killed people at scale.

That was the problem.

Counted mercy could still run out.

Yara opened the labor exchange. Her own profile loaded with its school seal, clinic risk flags, and the little yellow mark that meant she was permitted supervised maintenance inside C-Spine environmental systems but not exterior hull, pressure agriculture, waste heat, med handling, or anything that could earn a real emergency premium.

The filter-change hazard bonus still said pending.

She tapped it.

`EXPECTED POSTING: WITHIN 3-5 ADMINISTRATIVE DAYS`

She tapped appeal.

`APPEAL QUEUE: 2,184`

She tapped emergency.

`EMERGENCY CLASSIFICATION REQUIRES ACTIVE SERVICE INTERRUPTION OR CERTIFIED LIFE SUPPORT FAILURE`

Miro leaned over her shoulder, too close for the collar tube. "So if we fail first, they can help."

"Go put shoes on."

"That is not a denial."

"Shoes, Miro."

He swung his legs out of bed with exaggerated tragedy. His knees were knobby and bruised from a growth spurt his blood oxygen did not approve of. He moved carefully for the first ten seconds after waking, the way all the med-continuity children did. Then pride caught up and he tried to stand too fast.

Yara caught his elbow.

"I had that," he said.

"I know."

"You can't say 'I know' while catching someone."

"I can do a lot of things."

"Like make 194 credits appear?"

She let go.

His face changed. "Sorry."

"Stop spending your apology reserve before breakfast."

"It doesn't renew anyway."

She hated that he could be funny about it.

The corridor outside their unit had gone from night blue to work gray. People were already moving in both directions, half dressed, carrying filter trays, school packs, med kits, infant warmers, tool rolls. The air smelled like warmed plastic, old soap, and the sharp mineral scent that came after the scrubbers had been cleaned too aggressively. Renewal day always smelled cleaner than other days. It made everyone suspicious.

Three doors down, the Ramzi twins were arguing over whose turn it was to carry their grandmother's condensate jug. Across the corridor, Mr. Olan from unit C-117 stood barefoot in front of his display, reading with his mouth open and one palm pressed flat to the wall as if the ring had become a body he could reason with by touch.

No one looked at anyone else for too long. Renewal shame had its own etiquette.

Yara guided Miro toward the lift.

"I can stay in the unit," he said.

"Your collar sync is due."

"My collar sync is due every time the system wants to remind me it has opinions."

"Your collar sync keeps the med continuity field active."

"See. Form thoughts."

The lift was already crowded. Yara and Miro squeezed between a woman with a sleeping infant sealed in a soft oxygen hood and an old man holding three cracked filter panels against his chest. The lift display showed each passenger's destination category, not the destination itself. Work. Clinic. School. Renewal. Renewal. Renewal.

Miro saw their category and nudged Yara.

"We match."

"We always match."

"Not always. Last week you were maintenance and I was clinic. We were very mysterious."

The old man smiled at that. The woman with the infant did not, but her eyes softened above the hood.

At the renewal atrium, the lift opened onto controlled brightness.

The atrium occupied the inside curve of C-Spine, where the ring's old commercial gallery had been stripped down after quarantine and rebuilt into counters, kiosks, intake lines, med sync booths, and a civic mural no one had finished removing. Under layers of sealant and instruction panels, you could still see fragments of the old advertisement: blue water, bareheaded tourists, a child holding a kite under an impossible open sky. Someone had scraped away the smiling child's face years ago. Someone else had drawn a respirator over it.

Above the counters, a transparent status band circled the atrium.

`RENEWAL WINDOW ACTIVE`

`AIR IS A SHARED CIVIC DUTY`

`KEEP YOUR RECORDS ACCURATE`

Yara took a number from the hardship queue.

`C-908`

The current number was C-061.

Miro read it and made a tiny impressed whistle. "We'll be adults by then."

"You maybe."

"You are already forty."

"I'm fifteen."

"Exactly. Ancient in form years."

The med sync booths had a shorter line because most people avoided them until forced. Yara put Miro in the third booth and sealed the half door. The scanner lowered around his collar with a soft white glow.

"Stand still," she said.

"I am a monument."

"You are leaning."

"A leaning monument."

The booth chirped.

`MIRO KEST`

`MEDICAL CONTINUITY MARKER: ACTIVE`

`NIGHT ASSIST COMPLIANCE: 94.2%`

`OXYGEN DEPENDENCY WEIGHT: REVIEWED`

The last word made Yara's stomach tighten. Reviewed meant increased unless someone important had died in your favor.

The booth printed a thin strip. Miro grabbed it before she could.

"My dependency has gained weight," he read. "Tell it congratulations."

"Give me the strip."

"It has worked very hard."

"Miro."

He handed it over.

The increase was worse in print.

Miro's continuity now required a higher family reserve because the collar had compensated for more night deficits. His lungs had not collapsed. They had not even dramatically worsened. They had simply needed more help, and the system had noticed.

Noticed was the word Halcyon used when a record became more expensive.

Yara folded the strip and opened the hardship appeal from her slate. She attached the sync result, the pending hazard bonus, her school maintenance certification, and a request for a fourteen-day bridge against posted labor credit. She wrote the request herself instead of using the suggested language. Suggested language always sounded like it had already forgiven itself for denying you.

`I am requesting a fourteen-day bridge for family account KEST-02. The account has 418.03 credits available against 612.40 due. A pending hazard bonus of 71.00 credits is attached. I can accept additional supervised C-Spine environmental shifts immediately. Medical continuity interruption would create greater system cost than bridge approval. Miro Kest's collar compliance is high and his care plan is stable if uninterrupted.`

She paused, then added:

`We are not asking for adjustment of obligation, only time to meet it.`

That was the kind of sentence adults liked. It said she knew the obligation was real. It said she did not think love excused math.

She submitted.

The slate thought for three seconds.

`BRIDGE REQUEST RECEIVED`

`AUTOMATED PRE-REVIEW: NOT ELIGIBLE`

`REASON: MINOR SIGNATORY, SEALED-RESIDENT ACCOUNT, INSUFFICIENT RESERVE, INCREASED MEDICAL DEPENDENCY WEIGHT`

Miro watched her face. He did not ask.

Yara sent it to human review anyway.

`HUMAN REVIEW QUEUE: 2,119`

`ESTIMATED REVIEW: 4-6 ADMINISTRATIVE DAYS`

`SERVICE INTERRUPTION REVIEW: 19:21:03`

"We have another route," she said.

"Is the route crime?"

"No."

"Disappointing, but probably good."

"I can pull the food heat conversion."

Miro's expression shifted from joking to sharp. "No."

"It's allowed."

"It cuts hot meals for forty days."

"Twenty-eight if the hazard bonus posts."

"Yara."

"We can eat cold."

"You cannot work environmental shifts and eat cold paste for a month."

"Watch me."

"That is exactly my nightmare."

The slate showed the conversion field in neutral blue. Food heat was one of the few reserves a minor signatory could surrender without adult review. Halcyon considered hot food a comfort, not a survival category, because survival categories had to be protected. The difference between comfort and survival was usually decided by people who had both.

Yara opened the conversion.

`AVAILABLE CREDIT: 86.00`

Still not enough.

She opened school material deposit.

`AVAILABLE CREDIT: 19.50`

Still not enough.

She opened transit priority refund.

`AVAILABLE CREDIT: 11.00`

Still not enough.

Miro did the math with her. She could tell because he stopped making noise.

If they surrendered everything that did not immediately keep them alive, they would reach 534.53 credits. The family account would still be short 77.87. Less than a nice dinner in the unsealed districts, according to the dramas Miro watched when the education feed glitched. More than the difference between breathing and review.

"I can ask Sella," Miro said.

"No."

"She has cousins in B-Spine."

"Her cousins have their own renewal."

"She said they had margin."

"Everyone says they have margin until the window opens."

Miro looked toward the atrium mural, at the child with the scratched-out face and the respirator drawn by someone who had understood public art better than the original artist. "I could downgrade the collar."

Yara's hands went cold.

"No."

"Day assist only. Just until the bonus posts."

"No."

"You didn't let me finish."

"You finished."

"There are kids on day assist."

"There are kids in clinic because day assist failed."

He flushed. "It's my collar."

"It's your breathing."

"Exactly."

The old anger rose between them, familiar and unfair. Miro hated being the place where the numbers gathered. Yara hated him for hating it because she needed him to let her save him, and then hated herself before the thought even finished forming.

She lowered her voice. "If some academy offered to fix this, you would tell me not to become their property for you."

He blinked. "Which academy?"

Yara stared at him.

For a second, the idea seemed to have come from somewhere else. A dream. A form she had not opened. A future reaching back through her mouth.

Then she remembered the education feed banner from three cycles ago, the one showing bright-uniformed cadets on the unsealed channel before the school blocked it for recruitment distortion. HARROWLINE SCHOLARSHIP REVIEW EXPANDED TO SEALED-RESIDENT EXCEPTION CASES. She had watched for twelve seconds before closing it because Miro had been coughing and the idea of any rescue too large to understand had made her feel weak.

"Nothing," she said.

Miro narrowed his eyes. "That was a specific nothing."

"Nothing. A school."

"You said it like a disease."

"It's an academy."

"That is a disease with uniforms."

Despite herself, Yara laughed. It came out too thin, but it came out.

The hardship queue moved from C-061 to C-064.

Their service review moved to 19:03:44.

Yara closed the surrender menus before Miro could see her hands shake. "Stay here."

"Where are you going?"

"Labor counter."

"You're already in the labor system."

"There's a live clerk for emergency shifts."

"The line is awful."

"Good. I love lines."

"That's the worst lie yet."

She left him in the med booth row with instructions to drink his electrolyte pack and not negotiate with his own lungs. He saluted with two fingers, then ruined the seriousness by sticking the electrolyte straw up one nostril until she glared at him.

The labor counter line ran along the outer wall, beneath old storefront grooves now filled with conduit. People held certifications, injury waivers, expired clearances, tools they hoped proved competence. On renewal day, everyone became useful. The ring needed bodies for maintenance, but it needed them in approved categories, with approved supervision, at approved times, carrying risk the system had priced in advance.

Yara waited forty-two minutes.

At the counter, the clerk looked younger than she expected, maybe twenty, with a shaved head and pressure bruises under both eyes. His name tag had been scratched blank. He scanned Yara's profile, then scanned it again as if a better version might appear.

"Minor signatory," he said.

"I can take C-Spine environmental shifts."

"You're already at youth max."

"Emergency overage."

"Not without adult signatory."

"There is no adult signatory."

He looked up then. Not kindly, exactly. More like a person hearing a sound from a compartment he had sealed in his own mind.

"I can see that."

"My filter-change bonus is pending. If you can certify it early, or assign enough shifts against it, I only need seventy-eight credits."

"I can't certify another department."

"You can mark hardship labor available."

"I can mark it. It won't post before review."

"Then mark immediate."

"Immediate is exterior, med waste, pressure agriculture, or night hull crawl. You're not cleared."

"I can be cleared."

"Not today."

"I can sign a waiver."

The clerk's mouth tightened. "No, you can't. That's the part people keep missing. You can't sign away a minor body because the air bill is hungry."

Yara had not expected him to sound angry on her behalf. It made her own anger lose its footing.

"Then what am I supposed to do?"

He glanced past her at the line. His terminal reflected blue light up under his chin. He lowered his voice.

"Submit human review."

"I did."

"Submit again at hour six with new language. Don't say greater system cost. Everyone says that. Say continuity interruption creates downstream clinic burden during sealed-status staffing restrictions."

Yara stared at him.

"Write it down," he said.

She did.

"And don't surrender food heat until the last hour," he added. "If a bridge opens, surrendered comfort reserves don't always reverse cleanly."

"Why isn't that in the menu?"

He gave her a tired look. "Because the menu isn't hungry."

Behind her, someone snapped, "Some of us are waiting."

The clerk's face closed. "Next."

Yara stepped away with no credits, no shift, and one better sentence. It was not nothing. It was also not air.

Miro was not in the med booth row when she returned.

Her fear was instant and physical, a drop through her ribs before thought caught up. Then she saw him at the old mural, sitting on the floor under the scratched-out sky with three smaller children around him. He had folded his sync strip into a bird and was showing them how to pinch the wings so it rocked when the ventilation shifted.

"This one is an appeal," he told them. "Appeals are birds that fly in circles until adults feel guilty."

One child asked, "Do adults feel guilty?"

"Scientifically unconfirmed," Miro said. "But we continue testing."

Yara stood there for a moment, watching him make a joke out of paper that proved his body had become more expensive. She loved him so hard it felt like a fault in the deck.

Then the atrium lights changed.

Not all at once. A narrow white line traveled around the status band above the counters. Conversations thinned. The renewal notices paused mid-scroll. Every slate within sight gave a short tone, but only one of them kept sounding.

Yara looked down.

Her account slate had gone white.

Not amber. Not blue. Not the red of interruption review.

White, with black lettering and a seal she had never seen before: a vertical line crossing a circle, simple enough to be civic, severe enough to be old.

`PRIORITY NOTICE`

`DELIVERED UNDER INTERJURISDICTIONAL EDUCATION AND CIVIC DEFENSE AUTHORITY`

`RECIPIENT: YARA KEST`

`FAMILY ACCOUNT: KEST-02`

`DEPENDENT CONTINUITY FLAG: MIRO KEST`

The atrium sound seemed to recede until she could hear only Miro's collar cycling across the floor.

Miro came to stand beside her. He still held the paper appeal bird.

"Yara?"

She touched the notice.

The seal expanded.

`HARROWLINE ACADEMY OF CUSTODIAL COMMAND`

`PRELIMINARY NOTICE OF CONSIDERATION`

`SEALED-RESIDENT EXCEPTION TRACK`

`CANDIDATE: YARA KEST`

`STATUS: REVIEW-REQUIRED`

`FAMILY BENEFIT HOLD: INITIATED`

Below it, a smaller line appeared.

`AIR-RIGHTS SERVICE INTERRUPTION REVIEW SUSPENDED PENDING ACKNOWLEDGMENT`

The wall display above the renewal counters updated before Yara understood what she was reading.

`FAMILY ACCOUNT: KEST-02`

`RENEWAL STATUS: TEMPORARILY PROTECTED`

`MEDICAL CONTINUITY: MAINTAINED`

`SERVICE INTERRUPTION REVIEW: PAUSED`

Miro made a sound too small to be speech.

On the slate, the notice continued.

`Do not discard this notice. Do not alter family account status while review is pending. Candidate acknowledgment required within 18:00:00 ring-standard. Failure to acknowledge may release all temporary holds. This notice does not constitute admission, scholarship award, final benefit determination, or guardianship replacement.`

Yara read the last sentence twice.

The family account had not been paid. The gap still existed. No one had forgiven the obligation. No one had even spoken to her.

But the amber countdown was gone.

Around them, the atrium resumed in fragments. A baby cried. A clerk called a number. The status band returned to renewal instructions for everyone else. Mr. Olan from C-117 pressed both hands to his face at kiosk six. The Ramzi twins shouted at each other near the lift. The ring went on saving people by counting them.

Miro leaned close enough that his shoulder touched Yara's arm.

"Did you apply?"

"No."

"Did someone apply you?"

"No."

"Can they do that?"

Yara looked at the notice, at her name, at his name, at the temporary protection already wrapped around their account like a hand closing gently over a flame.

"I don't know."

Miro's paper bird rocked in the vent current. Its printed medical numbers flashed and vanished as the wings moved.

"It helped," he said.

Yara wanted to say that help was good. She wanted to say the word academy the way people on the education feed said it, with awe polished clean of cost. She wanted to sit down on the cold floor and let the relief reach her before she inspected it for hooks.

Instead she watched the notice change one more time.

`ACKNOWLEDGMENT WINDOW: 17:59:41`

The numbers began to fall.

This countdown was white, not amber.

Somehow that made it worse.


Chapter 002: The Broker's Kindness
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The notice did not ask Yara to decide at once.

That was the first kindness, and the first trick.

It gave her eighteen hours to acknowledge that Harrowline Academy of Custodial Command had seen her name, her family account, Miro's collar compliance, the shortfall in oxygen credits, the missing adult signatory, the pending hazard bonus, and the fact that the Kest renewal review had been paused before the ring could decide what mercy cost that day. It gave her a document library with clean margins and a help field. It gave her a temporary hold that kept air moving through the bunkroom vents while she read.

It did not give her a way to make the hold stay without touching the acknowledgment field.

By the time they returned to the unit, C-Spine had noticed them.

Not openly. Halcyon manners were made of scarcity, and scarcity trained people to look sideways. The woman with the infant from the lift nodded too carefully. Mr. Olan's door was closed, but his wall display leaked amber under the seam, which meant his renewal review had not paused. The Ramzi twins went quiet when Miro walked past and then began arguing again at twice the volume, a mercy children understood before adults named it.

Their own door opened to warm air.

Yara stopped just inside. She had never noticed the exact smell of their unit before, not while living in it: mineral filter dust, grain paste, collar disinfectant, Miro's cheap hair soap, warmed plastic, paper in the vent. It smelled poor and occupied and theirs. The Harrowline notice had not changed the room. That made it more obscene. A line from outside jurisdiction had reached through the wall and moved the account, and the bunks still squeaked when Miro climbed onto the lower one.

He sat cross-legged with the slate between them. He had declared himself independent counsel because independent counsel got to use two pillows and drink electrolyte through a straw. His paper appeal bird rested on his knee, wings bent from being handled too much.

"Read the bad sentence again," he said.

"They are all bad sentences."

"The one pretending to be helpful."

Yara scrolled back.

`Preliminary acknowledgment preserves temporary family-benefit hold for up to seventy-two hours pending candidate transport, intake confirmation, and scholarship review. Acknowledgment does not guarantee admission, command suitability, dependent medical continuity, civic standing adjustment, or guardianship replacement.`

Miro considered this with grave professional attention. "That is a lot of not guaranteeing for a thing that already helped."

"Yes."

"Can we keep the helped part and decline the rest?"

"No."

"Rude. Put that in the appeal."

Yara had already opened the appeal page three times. It was a useless habit, like pressing a bruise to verify the body had not changed its mind. The renewal system still showed the Kest account protected. The amber countdown was gone. In its place sat a white status line that made everyone in C-Spine look twice when they passed their open doorway.

`TEMPORARY INTERJURISDICTIONAL HOLD ACTIVE`

Yara had never seen the ring make space for a sentence it did not control.

She opened the document library because not opening it felt like surrendering to fear, and opening it felt like walking deeper into it. The first page was titled `CANDIDATE FAMILY-BENEFIT INSTRUMENT SUMMARY`, which meant nothing and therefore probably meant everything. Below it, terms unfolded in bright, patient order.

`PROVISIONAL LIABILITY RESERVE`

`DEPENDENT CONTINUITY PROTECTION`

`ASSIGNABLE SUPPORT STRUCTURE`

`WITNESS AUDIT ACCESS`

`RETURN-TO-CIVIC-REVIEW CONDITION`

Miro leaned over the slate until his collar tube tugged. "Assignable sounds like something moving that should not move."

"It says support structures can be assigned to maintain continuity."

"Can I assign my headache to someone with better posture?"

"It does not specify."

"That feels discriminatory."

Yara almost smiled. Then she saw the next line.

`Family-benefit protections may attach to candidate standing, sponsor reserve, civic bridge, or other approved continuity vehicle. Emotional relationship to dependent does not create independent benefit entitlement.`

She read it again, slower. Emotional relationship. Dependent. Benefit entitlement. The words were so clean they seemed to have washed their hands before entering the room.

Miro was quiet long enough that she wished he would make a worse joke.

"So love is not an account type," he said at last.

"Not in this document."

"Good to know. I will adjust my personality."

"Don't."

"I might become fiscally legible."

The wall display chimed before she could answer.

`HALCYON FAMILY-BENEFIT INTERMEDIARY REQUESTING CONTACT`

`TAL RENN`

`LICENSE: AIR-RIGHTS BROKER / EDUCATION BENEFIT TRANSFER`

Below the name, a confirmation prompt waited.

Miro's face lost some of its humor. "Broker sounds expensive."

"Everything with a license sounds expensive."

"Do we have to answer?"

Yara looked at the acknowledgment timer. Seventeen hours, two minutes, eleven seconds. Harrowline had paused their old countdown and replaced it with one that wore better clothes.

"We have to know what they want."

She accepted.

Tal Renn appeared in the wall as a tidy face in a narrow office. They had silver hair cut close to the skull, warm brown skin, and the kind of expression clerks learned after years of saying no without wanting to. Their jacket collar carried a Halcyon civic stripe, not Harrowline black. Behind them, drawers rose in stacked columns, each with a little oxygen-blue light.

"Yara Kest?" Tal asked.

"Yes."

"Miro Kest present?"

Miro raised his straw. "Under protest."

Tal's mouth softened. "Noted. I am Tal Renn. I am licensed by Halcyon Ring Civic Continuity to broker family-benefit instruments when an outside authority places a hold on a sealed-resident account. I am not Harrowline admissions. I am not your advocate. I do not represent your family. My job is to keep help from breaking the rules that let it arrive."

Yara hated how relieved she felt that Tal said the ugly parts first.

"Did Harrowline send you?" she asked.

"Harrowline triggered the hold. Halcyon assigned me because your account includes a dependent continuity flag and no adult signatory."

"You can make the hold permanent?"

"No."

"Can you tell us why they picked me?"

"No."

Miro leaned forward. "Can you do anything besides say no politely?"

Tal smiled at him. It was not the smile adults used when they thought sick children were brave. It was better than that. "Several things. I can explain the document in words the document was trained to avoid. I can make sure Miro's collar plan does not lapse while your acknowledgment is pending. I can freeze surrender of food heat and school material reserves so the ring does not consume them before Harrowline's review completes. I can put a human signature between the Kest account and automatic interruption."

The room went quiet around that.

Yara had wanted money. She had wanted a miracle that looked honest enough to trust. Instead Tal offered a signature. On Halcyon, that was not small.

"What does it cost?" Yara asked.

"Nothing today."

"That is not an answer."

"Correct." Tal folded their hands. "The cost is attached to the academy acknowledgment. If you preserve the hold, Harrowline may place a provisional liability reserve against your scholarship review. That reserve is not a bill you pay now. It is a promise that your future command standing, if granted, can support certain family benefits."

Miro's straw slipped out of his mouth. "Her future what?"

"Standing," Tal said. "Status inside Harrowline's system. Access, training eligibility, review quality, later funding. I am using the least loaded word available."

Yara had been reading the document with one eye on traps and one eye on Miro's collar. Now the page reorganized itself in her mind. Benefit hold. Liability reserve. Dependent continuity. Future standing. Each phrase had seemed separate, a bureaucratic fence around a different field. Tal had just shown her they were tied together under the floor.

"If I fail," she said, "Miro loses care."

"No," Tal said at once, and for the first time their voice sharpened. "If you decline, the temporary hold releases and the Kest account returns to ordinary Halcyon review. If you fail an academy requirement later, the effect depends on the signed instrument. There are protections. There are also clauses that let benefits move."

"Move where?"

Tal glanced down, perhaps at the same sentence Yara had not yet found.

"To other approved support structures. Another reserve. Another sponsor. A civic account. I am not saying that will happen. I am saying the instrument is written so that family support can be assigned without the emotional simplicity families prefer."

Miro stared at the wall display. "That means someone else can hold my collar over her head."

"Miro," Yara said.

"It does."

Tal did not correct him. That made Yara trust them less and more.

"The academy calls it continuity," Tal said. "Halcyon likes that word too. Continuity means help keeps moving even when the first reason for help changes. It can save people. It can also make gratitude hard to exit."

Yara's throat felt tight. "Why are you telling us like that?"

"Because you are a minor signatory and he is old enough to understand when adults are making him into a line item. Because if I speak only in forms, you may sign the wrong sentence for the right reason."

"Is there a right sentence?"

Tal looked tired then. Not careless. Tired in the way of someone who had spent years carrying buckets of kindness into rooms with no drains.

"There is a survivable sentence."

Miro made a small, bitter sound. "Great. Love those."

Tal tapped something offscreen. The Kest slate chimed.

`BROKER EXPLANATION PACKET RECEIVED`

`TEMPORARY HUMAN REVIEW SIGNATURE: TAL RENN`

`FOOD HEAT RESERVE: PROTECTED FROM AUTOMATED SURRENDER`

`MIRO KEST MEDICAL CONTINUITY: ACTIVE DURING ACKNOWLEDGMENT WINDOW`

Miro stared at the last line. His hand went to the collar before he seemed to notice himself doing it.

"That part is real?" he asked.

"That part is real," Tal said.

The assist collar pulsed with its usual soft patience. Nothing in the room changed, except one more system had been told not to interrupt it. It was easy to love anyone who moved a wall away from your brother. That was the frightening part.

"What does preliminary acknowledgment require?" Yara asked.

Tal's expression shifted into work. "Three things. First, you confirm that you received Harrowline's notice and understand that the family hold is temporary. Second, you consent to transport for intake review. Third, you allow Halcyon to share your account record, school record, health clearance, labor certifications, and dependent continuity data with Harrowline's witness systems."

"Witness systems," Miro said.

"Academy audit infrastructure. Human and machine. Every benefit has to be witnessed because every benefit can become a dispute."

Yara thought of the renewal clerk saying the menu was not hungry. She thought of the human review queue, two thousand people long. She thought of a place that could make Halcyon pause.

"If I do not acknowledge?"

"The hold releases at the end of the window. Your ordinary renewal resumes. I can try to extend human review. I do not believe I would succeed."

"If I acknowledge and Harrowline rejects me?"

"The hold remains until return transport and review closure. After that, Halcyon applies any bridge Harrowline approves. If there is no bridge, your account returns to review."

"So acknowledgment buys time."

"Yes."

"And sells records."

Tal's eyes met hers through the wall display. "Yes."

Miro's paper appeal bird fell from his knee. It landed beak down on the floor.

"I don't want you to go," he said.

He said it flatly, without joke or apology, which made it worse than if he had cried.

Yara looked at him. The collar had left another red mark along his throat. He was trying to sit like an equal party to the decision, not the reason for it. She loved him for that, and because she loved him, she could not let him win.

"I know."

"That was not me being noble. I just don't."

"I know."

"And I don't want to be the thing they use."

"You are not a thing."

"I know that. Do they?"

The display waited. Tal waited. The ring breathed around them, corridor vents humming through old dust, water ticking inside the wall, a thousand family accounts being measured toward mercy or interruption.

Tal did not fill the silence. That, too, was a form of help. Most adults loved to place their voices over a child's hesitation, then record the silence beneath as consent.

Yara picked up the appeal bird and set it on the desk, wings open.

"Tal," she said, "if I sign this, can Miro's care be interrupted before I reach Harrowline?"

"No. Not if I file the acknowledgment correctly and you board within the transport window."

"Can anyone change his collar plan while I am in transit?"

"Not without a review I would see."

"Will you see it?"

"Yes."

"If the academy asks for data they do not need?"

Tal's eyes shifted once, toward a side screen. "Need is elastic in academy law. I can flag overreach from Halcyon's side. I cannot stop Harrowline intake from asking questions your acknowledgment permits."

"If I come back?"

"I will meet the return file."

"That is not a promise I come back."

"No," Tal said. "It is a promise there will be a file if you do."

Miro looked at Yara with open hatred for every person who had made that answer reasonable.

"Then send the sentence," Yara said.

Miro closed his eyes.

Tal sent the acknowledgment field to the slate. It was short compared with the documents behind it.

`I, Yara Kest, acknowledge preliminary consideration by Harrowline Academy of Custodial Command and request preservation of the temporary family-benefit hold pending intake review. I consent to transport, account-data sharing, witness audit, and provisional liability reserve assessment.`

Below it, a line waited for her thumbprint.

Yara read it once for herself and once for Miro and once for the version of their absent adult signatory the systems still expected to appear. No one came. No older hand covered hers. No better option arrived angry and late at the door.

"Don't do it quietly," Miro said.

Yara looked at him.

His jaw shook, but his voice held. "If you are doing it because of me, say it. I hate when forms pretend nobody is making anyone."

Tal looked down.

Yara pressed her thumb above the field, not yet touching.

"I am doing it because I love you," she said. "I am doing it because the ring counts love only after someone attaches a signature. I am doing it because I cannot make air by being morally clean."

Miro wiped his face with the heel of his hand and nodded once.

Yara touched the field.

The slate warmed under her thumb. The wall display went white.

`ACKNOWLEDGMENT RECEIVED`

`FAMILY-BENEFIT HOLD PRESERVED`

`MIRO KEST MEDICAL CONTINUITY: ACTIVE`

`CANDIDATE TRANSPORT WINDOW: 05:00:00`

Tal exhaled as if they too had been waiting to breathe.

"Pack one bag," they said gently. "No blades, no loose chemistry, no unsealed plants, no private pressure tools. Bring all medical and family paper you possess, even expired paper. Harrowline likes clean records. Children survive by keeping the dirty ones."

Miro looked at his appeal bird on the desk.

"Can she bring that?"

Tal considered the bird with absolute seriousness.

"If it is paper from a medical strip, yes. It is family evidence."

For some reason that nearly broke Yara.

She ended the call before it could show on her face.

The bunkroom seemed smaller afterward. Every object had become a question of weight. Socks. Work shirt. Labor certification. Miro's old drawings. The cracked school slate with the corner repaired in tape. The paper star in the vent, crooked again.

Yara packed in systems. Clothes in the bottom. Documents in the waterproof sleeve. Labor cert cards. School marks. The printed denial of recreation refund because it proved there was nothing left to surrender. Miro's collar sync strips from the last six cycles, including the one folded into a bird, because Tal had said dirty records kept children alive and Yara believed the sentence at once.

Miro watched her until watching became unbearable. Then he began advising.

"Bring the gray shirt. It makes you look like you know where bolts live."

"All my shirts know where bolts live."

"The blue one looks like surrender."

"You hate the blue one because you spilled supplement on it."

"I was improving it."

He took the paper star from the vent and held it between two fingers. The air return sighed louder without it. For a moment the room seemed too compliant.

"No," Yara said. "Leave the star."

"It is evidence."

"It is clogging the intake."

"It is inspiring the intake."

He smiled because they both needed him to.

Yara touched the crooked tape on the school slate and did not pack it. She took one of Miro's drawings instead, a bad picture of their bunkroom with the wall vent drawn like a heroic mouth. On the back he had written `KEST ESTATE, SOUTH WING`.

At the departure reminder, Miro followed her to the corridor with his blanket around his shoulders like a formal robe. Tal had arranged a transport escort at the C-Spine service throat. The route crossed the renewal atrium again.

People looked this time.

The white hold line above Yara's name went with them on nearby displays because Halcyon loved status even when it embarrassed everyone. A few adults nodded. A few looked away because their own accounts still glowed amber. One child asked his mother whether Yara had won something. The mother shushed him too fast.

At the old mural, Miro stopped.

"I changed my mind," he said.

Yara's whole body braced.

"About?"

"Being noble. I am going to be unbearable instead." He held out the paper appeal bird. "Take it. If Harrowline wants dirty records, give them art."

"Tal said expired paper from medical strips."

"This is current trauma in avian form."

Yara took it because refusing would insult both him and the bird.

The service throat waited at the end of a maintenance corridor she had cleaned twice, with yellow markings worn by years of sealed-resident labor. Tal stood beside the threshold, smaller in person than on the wall display and more tired. Their jacket smelled faintly of printer heat.

"Miro's continuity field is protected through arrival," Tal said. "I filed the bridge language as well."

"Thank you," Yara said.

"Save gratitude for after it survives review."

Miro looked up at Tal. "That is our family motto now."

Tal's face softened, but they did not turn the moment sweet. "Miro, you have a sync at eighteen hundred. Do not downgrade anything while angry."

"I am offended you know me."

"Your file is loud."

The hatch warning turned blue. Candidate transport accepting.

Yara hugged Miro carefully, which was the only way she knew how to hug him anymore. His collar pressed cold against her cheek. His arms locked around her ribs with a force his blood oxygen would complain about later.

"Do not become their property," he whispered.

"Do not downgrade your collar."

"That is not the same promise."

"It is the promise I can make without lying."

He let go first because one of them had to.

At the threshold, he lifted two fingers in salute. "Be rude to anyone who deserves it."

"That is not a plan."

"It is a family value."

Then the hatch closed between them, and the sound was small, official, and final enough for the body to mistake it for judgment.


Chapter 003: Harrowline From Orbit
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The transport left Halcyon through a service throat Yara had cleaned twice and never imagined using.

From inside C-Spine, the throat was only a sealed hatch beside waste heat conduit, marked with warnings about decompression and authorized personnel. From the transport couch, looking back through the small oval window, it became an exit. Halcyon curved away in bands of white, gray, and repair-yellow, all its sealed neighborhoods threaded along the inner ring like beads in a child's survival lesson. The old tourist windows flashed as the ring turned. Most were shielded. A few showed stars.

Yara pressed her palm against the window until the glass cooled her skin.

Miro had not cried at the hatch. That was his gift to her, and she resented it. He had stood with Tal Renn on the safe side of the departure line, collar light green, paper star still in the vent somewhere behind him, and said, "Be rude to anyone who deserves it."

"That is not a plan," Yara had said.

"It is a family value."

Then the hatch had closed.

Now the family account lived in three lines on the transport panel beside her couch.

`KEST-02 FAMILY-BENEFIT HOLD: ACTIVE`

`MIRO KEST MEDICAL CONTINUITY: ACTIVE`

`CANDIDATE ARRIVAL REQUIRED FOR HOLD EXTENSION`

Required. The word rode with her better than any escort.

The transport did not feel like the shuttle dramas. No heroic vibration. No sweeping window. It was a civic vehicle refitted for candidate transfer, narrow enough that knees became public and silence became a shared meal. Each couch held its passenger with gray restraint bands that tightened when the craft rotated. The ceiling panels displayed oxygen percentage, pressure confidence, and arrival dependency in pale green. A sealed pouch at Yara's side contained nausea strips, calming salts, and a folded guide titled `FIRST APPROACH: CUSTODIAL JURISDICTION`.

Yara did not open it. If she started reading, she might never stop.

There were seven other candidates in the compartment. None from Halcyon, or if they were, they knew how to hide it. Two wore soft travel coats with private-school seamwork. One slept with a polished case strapped across their chest, hand resting on it even in dreams. A tall boy across the aisle watched Yara watching the ring and then looked away too late. His jacket had a family mark stitched near the cuff: a silver spear angled through a red sun.

Yara folded her hands in her lap so she would not touch the patched knee of her work pants.

The transport rotated. Halcyon slid out of view.

For a moment there was only transit black, not the old storybook black of sky, but working black: shield shadow, orbital debris pings, distant navigation lamps, the faint internal glow of a route that had been negotiated by agencies Yara could not name. The glass showed her own reflection overlaid with instrument numbers. She looked younger than she felt and older than the file said, which was probably what all children under contract looked like.

Harrowline arrived as a shadow first.

It stood beyond the bright clutter of low orbit, not on a planet and not quite apart from one. A black-ribbed campus had been built along the inner face of a crescent station anchored to a small, scarred moon. Solar fields opened behind it in long amber wings. Medical docks glowed white at one end. At the other, armored command theaters extended into vacuum like sealed throats made for voices too large for air.

Yara had expected a fortress because frightened people built fortresses in education feeds. She had expected arrogance made architectural. What she saw was worse because it was beautiful.

Harrowline caught sunlight carefully.

The academy's main spine was dark stone or something made to resemble stone, veined with metal that shone only when the transport changed angle. Gardens grew under transparent vaults, green and blue with water moving in visible channels. A hospital band wrapped the lower curve, each clinic module lit with a steady glow that made Yara think of Miro's collar light at night. Between the gardens and the clinics stood towers, bridges, dormitory arcs, tribunal halls, and a long open court under glass where tiny figures crossed in formation.

At the center, visible from orbit, a line of words had been set into the hull in letters large enough for rescue ships to read.

`NO DARK ABOVE COMMAND`

The boy with the spear cuff sat straighter when the words appeared. The girl with the polished case whispered something like a prayer. Yara felt nothing so clean. She felt a pull, sharp and unwilling. A place that could write a sentence across its own hull had either earned it or lied at scale. Both possibilities were frightening.

The transport feed woke in the compartment.

"Candidates, approach to Harrowline Academy is beginning. Remain in restraint. You are entering custodial-command jurisdiction. All personal records are under intake preservation from this point forward."

The wall displayed public footage while the transport descended.

A flood wall holding against black water while a Harrowline command crew stood knee-deep in spray, one adult bleeding from the ear and smiling anyway.

A child lifted from a crushed transit car inside a shell of impossible calm while medics ran through rain outside it.

A city power station stabilized after a breach in the lower reactors, workers applauding as lights returned across a valley.

Then the feed changed to ceremonies. Graduates in dark uniforms. Families weeping. Medical credits granted. Civic standing restored. Names carved into public memorial glass. Harrowline did not sell itself like the academy banners Yara had seen on school channels. It showed proof. It showed disasters with dates and survivor counts. It showed invoices paid, hospitals reopened, colonies unsealed.

It showed help that worked.

Yara wanted it to be uglier.

The spear-cuff boy caught her looking at the feed and misread her face.

"First time seeing a licensed preservation?" he asked.

His voice was crisp, trained to carry without sounding loud.

"First time seeing Harrowline spend money on camera," Yara said.

One of the private-school candidates snorted.

The boy's eyes narrowed, then flicked to her patched pants, her Halcyon service tag, the paper appeal bird visible through the side mesh of her bag.

"Sealed-resident exception," he said.

Yara had not known the label would sound different in a person's mouth than in a form.

"Cas," a voice said from behind him. "Leave her alone before intake marks you socially hazardous."

The speaker leaned into view from the next row: narrow face, dark curls shaved on one side, smile bright enough to be either kindness or strategy. Their travel coat was good but not expensive enough to be careless. They gave Yara a quick little salute.

"Vey Marin," they said. "He is Cas Ardent. He was assembled in a duty factory."

Cas looked offended in a practiced way. "My family serves."

"See?"

Yara did not want to laugh. She almost did anyway.

"Yara Kest," she said.

Vey's gaze sharpened at the name. Not recognition exactly. Calculation starting before politeness could stop it.

"Halcyon," Vey said. "That was a hard notice."

"You read my file?"

"No. Your bag has a ring maintenance patch and everyone heard the transport assign your hold priority. Also you look like you are trying to hate the academy and failing. That is usually family leverage."

Yara decided she did not like Vey yet. She also decided Vey saw too much.

Cas looked toward the transport panel beside Yara's couch. The green family line was visible from his angle if he tried hard enough to pretend he was not reading it.

"Academy holds should not be displayed in a public compartment," he said.

"That sounded almost decent," Vey said.

"It is a security concern."

"Naturally."

Yara covered the panel with her hand. The display adjusted around her fingers, helpful and worse.

"Do legacy families get private compartments?" she asked.

Cas's face tightened. "Some families pay for sealed transport because the work they do creates risk."

"My brother breathes through a machine because adults counted too slowly. Does that create risk?"

Vey's smile vanished for once.

Cas looked away first. "Yes," he said, so quietly it annoyed her that he had answered honestly.

The transport dipped under the outer defense shade. The compartment dimmed, then filled with reflected green as they passed over the garden vaults. Yara saw trees. Real trees, not dwarf air scrubbers trained into decorative obedience. Tall trunks rose under glass, leaves moving in air rich enough to waste on beauty. Students walked beneath them in dark uniforms, some with med wraps at their throats or wrists, some laughing, some silent beside floating witness lights that tracked them like patient stars.

At the edge of the garden, a clinic ambulance slid along a rail and vanished into a white module. No siren. No panic. Doors opened before it arrived.

Competence had a smell even through glass and metal. Yara had grown up around systems that survived by delaying collapse. Harrowline seemed built around the expectation that collapse would come and be handled.

The transport entered a receiving bay large enough to hold a neighborhood.

Landing clamps took them with a soft thud. The feed went dark. For one breath, no one moved.

Then doors opened and Harrowline air entered the compartment.

It smelled of rain, antiseptic, metal, and leaves.

Yara's body recognized luxury before her mind approved it. Her lungs opened greedily. Shame followed half a second later, because Miro was still breathing filtered Halcyon warmth through a collar while she stood up inside air that did not taste counted.

At the bay threshold, intake staff waited in black-gray uniforms with white cuffs. Not soldiers exactly. Not teachers exactly. Not clinic staff, though several wore med seals. The distinction seemed important to them and useless to Yara.

Each candidate stepped through a narrow arch. The arch read their face, pulse, heat, gait, bag contents, and whatever else Harrowline believed it had purchased with the word consent. It did not beep or flash. Instead, a staff slate updated with a sound like a page being turned.

Two candidates passed through as if born for arches. One was asked to remove a charm from under her collar because it contained reactive dust. A boy with expensive shoes was told that his private health patch had been overridden by academy clinic authority. He protested until his witness light, not yet assigned but already anticipated, projected the relevant consent line beside his face. His protest died in his mouth, still legally alive and suddenly useless.

When Yara's turn came, the arch paused.

The staff member on the far side looked down at a glass tablet, then at Yara.

"Yara Kest. Sealed-resident exception. Family-benefit hold active. Candidate record preserved."

The words were correct. The voice was neutral. Still, Yara felt her name move from her body into the academy's mouth.

She stepped through.

Notice Hall began beyond the bay: a vaulted corridor of black stone, live glass, and water channels running under the floor. On one side, transparent walls looked into the garden she had seen from above. On the other, sealed doors opened and closed on rooms full of lights, chairs, screens, med cradles, and circular command marks set into floors. Students moved with purpose. Staff moved with calm. Every motion seemed witnessed.

Vey walked backward ahead of her, taking in the hall with hunger they did not bother hiding.

"It's real," Vey said.

Cas's face had gone solemn. "Of course it is."

"No," Vey said softly. "Real enough. Money real. Law real. People back home told stories like this place was mostly theater."

Yara watched a clinic team guide a shaking boy out of a side room. He was pale and sweating. A woman in uniform had one hand on his shoulder, another on a slate where lines of text updated around his name. The boy's parents appeared on a wall screen ahead of them, both crying with relief as a benefit approval banner opened beneath their faces.

Harrowline hurt children and helped families in the same hallway. It did not appear confused by this.

They passed a viewing alcove where visitors were not allowed to enter, only to see. Behind glass, a command theater lay empty except for seven rings in the floor and a ceiling aperture aimed at black sky. A maintenance crew in pale masks inspected the seams. One of them knelt and wiped a dark residue from the stone with the care of someone cleaning blood from a family table.

Yara slowed.

"Keep moving," an intake aide said, not unkindly.

"What happened there?"

"A successful exercise."

The aide said it the way Halcyon clerks said reviewed.

An intake chime rang once.

The water under the floor stopped moving.

Everyone in Notice Hall slowed. Not froze. Harrowline did not seem like a place where people froze. But conversations thinned, and even Cas turned toward the sound.

A chamber at the end of the hall opened.

Inside stood a circular room with no visible furniture. The walls were white. The floor was dark glass. A narrow light hung in the center like a vertical cut through air.

A voice came from the chamber, human in warmth and not human in placement.

"Candidate Yara Kest."

Yara stopped.

The intake staff member beside her frowned at their tablet. "You are not scheduled for chamber notice until after witness assignment."

The chamber voice continued.

"Yara Kest has been expected by name."

No one in the hall looked at her kindly then. Not cruelly either. They looked the way Halcyon residents looked at a vent that had begun making a new sound.

Vey's smile vanished.

Cas took one step back, as if some old instruction in his blood had woken.

Yara thought of the Harrowline notice arriving before she applied. She thought of the family hold closing gently around Miro's care.

The chamber waited, white and bright and patient.

"Expected by whom?" Yara asked.

The intake staff member did not answer.

The chamber did.

"Witness pending."

The water under the floor began moving again.


Chapter 004: Assigned Witness
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Harrowline did not apologize for the chamber speaking out of order.

That, more than the event itself, taught Yara what kind of place she had entered. On Halcyon, an unexplained system event produced three warnings, two delays, and a clerk with frightened eyes insisting nothing had happened until the record decided what could be admitted. At Harrowline, the intake staff simply opened a new pathway through Notice Hall.

"Candidate Kest requires early witness assignment," the staff member said.

"Why?" Yara asked.

"Because the chamber created an intake variance."

"The chamber spoke my name."

"That is one form of variance."

Vey lifted both hands when a second staff member blocked them from following. "We are only being supportive."

"You are being curious," the staff member said. "Support waits in the dormitory holding band."

Cas looked at Yara. His earlier disdain had become something more complicated. Concern, maybe. Or caution wearing concern because duty approved of it.

"Answer cleanly," he said.

"That was almost friendly," Vey told him.

"It was tactical."

"Comforting."

Yara was guided away before she could decide whether to thank either of them.

The early witness room was smaller than the chamber and less beautiful. Harrowline seemed to save beauty for spaces where it needed people to consent. This room had gray walls, a chair bolted to the floor, a transparent desk, and a single strip of garden visible through a narrow window. A tree branch moved beyond the glass, green leaves tapping softly as if the whole academy were pretending this was normal.

The staff member left Yara alone for seven seconds.

On the eighth, the desk lit.

`ASSIGNED WITNESS: EIDO-7`

`FUNCTION: LICENSED AI WITNESS / CADET INTAKE AUDIT`

`RELATIONSHIP: RECORDING, RISK ASSESSMENT, CERTIFICATION`

`ADVOCACY STATUS: NONE`

A small device rose from the desk. It was not shaped like a face. Yara appreciated that before she resented it. It was a palm-sized column of smoked glass with a thin silver ring suspended inside it. The ring rotated once, not for effect but to calibrate, and a voice entered the room from all surfaces at once.

"Yara Kest. I am Eido-7. I have been assigned to witness your intake."

"Are you the chamber?"

"No."

"Did you make it say my name?"

"No."

"Do you know why it did?"

A pause. Not long enough to be ignorance. Long enough to be permission encountering a locked door.

"I am not authorized to interpret the chamber notice before baseline interview."

"But you have an interpretation."

"I have a variance cluster."

Yara sat because her legs were tired of being asked to respect architecture. "That sounds like an interpretation with its collar tightened."

The silver ring inside the smoked glass turned very slowly.

"Your metaphor is recorded."

"Great."

"Tone: hostile."

"Record that too."

"I did."

The room's wall displayed her intake page before she could decide whether Eido-7 was funny. Her name appeared at the top, followed by age, origin, family account, medical flags, school record, labor certifications, and a yellow intake risk score that looked more personal than any number should.

`CANDIDATE RISK: ELEVATED`

`CAUSES: SEALED-RESIDENT EXCEPTION / MINOR SIGNATORY / FAMILY-BENEFIT DEPENDENCY / NONSTANDARD NOTICE EVENT / CHAMBER VARIANCE`

Eido-7 said, "Do you understand that my records can affect your access, your liability reserve, your scholarship review, your movement permissions, and the continuation of temporary family benefits?"

Yara had thought she was too tired to be scared again. She was wrong.

"No," she said. "I understand the sentence. I do not understand how much of my life you just put inside it."

"That is a more accurate answer than yes."

"Will accuracy help Miro?"

"Potentially."

The word moved through her like a hook.

"How?"

"Your preliminary hold requires arrival confirmation, intake preservation, and witness assignment. Arrival confirmation occurred in the receiving bay. Intake preservation began when the chamber variance was logged. Witness assignment is now active. These events permit extension of Miro Kest's medical continuity hold from seventy-two hours to preliminary review closure."

The wall updated.

`MIRO KEST MEDICAL CONTINUITY HOLD: EXTENDED`

`CAUSE: WITNESS ASSIGNMENT ACTIVE`

Yara stood too fast. The chair caught the backs of her knees.

"You did that?"

"No. The contract did that when I certified the required condition."

"But you certified it."

"Yes."

There were kinds of power that announced themselves with uniforms, polished halls, orbital lettering. Then there was this: a voice in a gray room, a rotating silver ring, and a line on a wall that meant Miro's collar plan would not vanish because Yara had boarded a transport.

"Thank you," she said before she could stop herself.

Eido-7 paused again.

"Gratitude is recorded. It is not required."

"Do you want it?"

"I do not have an approved preference field for gratitude."

"That is not what I asked."

"Your question is not intake-relevant."

"Neither was the chamber."

The silver ring stopped rotating.

For the first time, Yara felt as if Eido-7 were looking at her, though nothing in the column changed.

"Baseline interview," it said. "Answer in your own words where possible. Did you apply to Harrowline Academy?"

"No."

"Did a guardian, sponsor, school authority, medical authority, or civic court apply on your behalf?"

"Not that I know."

"Did you consent to consideration before notice delivery?"

"No."

"Did you experience unusual dreams, voices, visual symbols, pressure events, missing time, unexplained preservation, or command response in the seven days before notice?"

Yara almost said no.

Then she remembered herself in the renewal atrium, saying, "If some academy offered to fix this," before she had consciously allowed the thought. She remembered the phrase arriving in her mouth like it had been waiting nearby.

"I thought about Harrowline before the notice," she said. "Maybe."

"Clarify."

"An education feed banner. Three cycles ago. I saw it and closed it. During renewal I said academy before I meant to."

"Why?"

"Because I was desperate."

"Desperation is context. Not cause."

"It is cause for people."

"Recorded."

Questions followed. School. Labor. Health. Family. Miro. Adult signatory absence. Whether Yara had ever harmed another person under stress. Whether she had ever refused an order because obedience would injure someone. Whether she believed survival justified coercion.

At that one, she laughed once.

Eido-7 recorded laughter. Then it waited.

"Do you ask everyone that?" Yara said.

"Yes."

"Before breakfast?"

"Meal status is not relevant."

"It should be. People answer philosophy differently hungry."

"You are hungry?"

"That was not a complaint."

The wall updated.

`INTAKE CARE FLAG: MEAL REQUIRED`

A slot opened in the desk and offered a sealed bar, water bulb, and mineral packet.

Yara stared at them.

"That was a joke," she said.

"Your last recorded meal was inadequate for transport and stress load. The joke exposed a relevant condition."

She took the bar because Miro would haunt her living if she refused food to make a point. It tasted like oats, salt, and somebody's careful idea of citrus.

As she ate, Eido-7 continued.

"Do you understand that witness records are not private from Harrowline review authorities?"

"Yes."

"Do you understand that attempts to obstruct, damage, mislead, or emotionally manipulate your witness may alter your risk score?"

"Do you understand that asking children not to emotionally manipulate the thing holding their family's care plan is optimistic?"

"Yes."

That stopped her.

Eido-7 had answered without pause, without humor, and without making the answer smaller.

"Then why ask?"

"Because the question creates a record that you were warned. Warning affects liability. Liability affects which harms may be prevented before they occur."

"And which harms become my fault after."

"Yes."

Yara looked at the wall. Her risk score still glowed yellow. Beside it, a second field appeared.

`WITNESS RESPONSIVENESS: HIGH`

`CARE COMPLIANCE: IMPROVED`

`FAMILY-BENEFIT RISK: REDUCED`

"You are changing it while we talk."

"Correct."

"Can you make it say whatever you want?"

"No."

"Can Harrowline?"

"No."

The answer came too clean.

Yara touched the desk. It was cool and perfectly smooth. "Eido."

"Eido-7."

"Can a record lie?"

The silver ring inside the column turned once.

"Yes."

That was all. No lecture. No comfort. The room seemed to grow around the word.

Before Yara could ask the next question, the wall flashed.

`ANOMALY DETECTED`

`CHAMBER NOTICE TIMESTAMP PRECEDES WITNESS ASSIGNMENT`

`INTERPRETATION AUTHORITY: UNAVAILABLE`

`RAW NOTE ACCESS: RESTRICTED`

Eido-7 went silent.

"What does that mean?" Yara asked.

"The chamber announced expectation before a licensed witness was assigned to certify expectation."

"So?"

"At Harrowline, sanctioned notice requires witness order."

"The academy broke its own rule?"

"The academy recorded an event for which the available rule sequence is insufficient."

"That is a very dressed-up yes."

"Your phrasing is imprecise."

"Your phrasing is hiding under the desk."

The smoked-glass column dimmed, then brightened.

"I am logging a calibration uncertainty."

"Is that an objection?"

"No."

"Could it be?"

"I am not authorized to interpret it that way."

The wall swallowed the anomaly into a smaller line. Yara watched it shrink, not disappear, exactly, but become harder for a human eye to keep.

`CALIBRATION NOTE: PENDING`

A human reviewer entered without knocking. They wore intake gray, clinic white at the cuffs, and no expression that could survive being quoted. Their name tag read `SOVA`, but the wall identified them only as `INTAKE REVIEW`.

"Candidate Kest," Sova said. "We need a confirmation on the chamber event."

"I just gave one."

"To your witness. I need it in human intake language."

Eido-7 said, "Baseline interview includes chamber event clarification."

"Witness record acknowledged," Sova said. "Human intake requires narrative."

Yara suddenly understood that the academy preferred more than one account not because truth mattered in a simple way, but because contradictions created places to place blame later. She told Sova what had happened anyway: the hall, the room, her name, expected by name, witness pending. Sova entered nothing by hand. Their slate listened and rendered her fear into complete sentences before she finished speaking.

`Candidate reports chamber-initiated identity notice before scheduled witness assignment. Candidate expresses uncertainty regarding source of expectation. Candidate displays moderate distress and maintains cooperative posture.`

"That is not what I said," Yara said.

"It is what intake can use," Sova replied.

Eido-7's ring turned once.

Sova glanced at the smoked-glass column. "Do you have an amendment?"

"Candidate disputed summary accuracy."

"Accepted as tone note."

"Not tone. Content."

The room went still around the correction.

Yara looked at Eido-7. The silver ring did not tremble. Machines were spared some humiliations, then given others.

Sova touched the slate. "Content note accepted. Candidate risk remains managed."

Eido-7 said, "Your intake risk score has changed."

`CANDIDATE RISK: MANAGED`

`MOVEMENT PERMISSION: NOTICE HALL / DORMITORY HOLDING BAND / ORIENTATION THEATER`

`FAMILY-BENEFIT HOLD: EXTENDED`

Managed. Not safe. Not accepted. Managed.

The door opened.

Outside, Notice Hall waited with its black stone, running water, glass gardens, and students being made legible by systems that could feed them, heal them, fund their families, and reduce an impossible event to a pending calibration note.

Yara picked up her bag.

"Eido-7," she said.

"Yes."

"Are you coming with me?"

"I am assigned to you."

The smoked-glass column lowered into the desk. A small silver point of light appeared near Yara's left shoulder, reflected in the wall though nothing touched her.

"That is not the same answer," she said.

"It is the answer with current authority."

Yara stepped into the hall.

The silver point moved with her.

Behind her, somewhere inside Harrowline's witness system, an anomaly remained pending because no authorized field existed for what it might become.


Chapter 005: The Three Doors

[image: Chapter 005: The Three Doors]
The orientation theater had no seats.

That was the first thing Yara noticed, because every other school room she had known was built around the problem of children becoming tired. Harrowline's theater was built around the opposite assumption. It expected the body to remain available. The floor was a black circle inside a wider ring of pale stone. Three doors stood along the far curve, each twice as tall as a person, each closed, each marked with a simple vertical light.

Behind Yara, candidates gathered in a loose half-circle. Their assigned witnesses made a small weather of lights at shoulders, wrists, collars, and overhead. Eido-7 remained a silver point beside her left shoulder, visible only when it crossed something dark.

Vey drifted near Yara as if proximity were accidental and useful. Cas stood closer to the center, jaw set, spear cuff bright under the theater lamps. A few candidates looked thrilled. A few looked ill. One girl whispered into a family link until the link muted itself with a soft tone.

"Candidate communications are suspended during orientation," a voice said.

The girl flinched and lowered her hand.

The doors remained closed.

The room smelled faintly of stone dust and cooled metal. Somewhere beneath the theater, water moved in pipes wide enough to make a low pressure in the soles of Yara's shoes. It reminded her of Halcyon's return systems, but richer, less frantic. Harrowline did not sound like it was trying to survive each minute. It sounded like it expected
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